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JUDGMENT

 


One

_______

Ihave spent years defending some of the worst people who ever lived, but the most evil man I ever knew was never once accused of a crime. Nothing, not even curiosity, could have made me attend his funeral had he died in his sleep or been killed in an accident, but Calvin Jeffries had been murdered, and I felt an obligation as someone who practiced in the criminal courts to attend the services of the only trial judge to become the victim of a homicide.

Surrounded by strangers, I sat in the crowded church and listened to the eulogy of someone I had never met. There were words about justice and public service and dedication and honor and goodwill, words about family and friends and how much the honorable Judge Jeffries would be missed, words which made everyone feel better because the lie is so much more comfortable than the truth.

At the end, when there was nothing left to say, the widow of Calvin Jeffries placed a rose on top of his flag-draped coffin, waited until the pallbearers were ready, and then, turning around, walked at the head of the procession as it moved down the aisle. Even the light that streamed through the stained glass windows failed to penetrate the heavy black veil that covered her face, and I wondered as she passed by me what emotions were masked behind it.

Outside, under a harsh blue sky, the mourners watched while the coffin was lifted into the back of a sleek, shiny hearse. The judge’s widow was helped into the first of a half dozen waiting limousines and, moments later, with two police motorcycles leading the way, the cortege began the long slow journey to the cemetery.

The bitter March wind stung the side of my face and watered my eyes. I pulled my topcoat close around my throat and began to jostle my way down the church steps. I was in a hurry to get away. Now that it was over, I wanted to forget all about the late lamented Calvin Jeffries.

As I turned up the sidewalk, I almost ran into Harper Bryce.

“Any comment you’d care to make, Mr. Antonelli?” he asked.

Bryce, who had covered the courthouse as a newspaper reporter longer than I had practiced law, was standing in front of me. His tie flapped outside his buttoned jacket and his eyes squinted into the wind, each gust stronger than the one before. I made no reply other than to shake my head, and we trudged up the street without exchanging a word until he asked me if I wanted to stop somewhere for a drink.

“It’s a little early, isn’t it?”

On the next block, in one of the old buildings with the date of its construction embedded in stone above the entrance, a bar and grill was just opening its doors. We ordered at the empty bar and carried our drinks to a wooden table next to a dusty brick wall covered with the autographed pictures of people once famous or important and now long forgotten.

With a slow, heavy breath, Harper drew the chair as close as his expansive stomach would allow, hunched his sloping shoulders forward, and rested his arms on the edge of the table.

“Here’s to Judge Jeffries,” he said as he lifted his glass. When he finished, he cocked his head, waiting for me to explain why I had not joined him. “Most people liked him,” he reminded me.

I nodded and then took a drink, wincing as it burned its way down my throat.

“Whatever you thought of him, you have to give him credit,”

Harper went on. The words came a few at a time, punctuated by the wheezing sound of his breath as his chest heaved up and down like a bellows. “He wrote most of the law—most of the procedural law—in this state. He had a brilliant legal mind. You have to give him that.”

The liquor had reached my stomach, and I remembered I had not had anything to eat.

“You have to give him that,” Harper was still insisting as I got up from the table. At the bar, I exchanged the drink for a cup of coffee and ordered bacon and eggs.

“I’m having breakfast,” I told him as I sat down. “You want something?”

He started to shake his head, then changed his mind. “I’ll have the same thing,” he yelled across the empty room.

“Don’t you think he had a brilliant legal mind?” Harper asked, curious why I seemed so reluctant to agree.

“You want me to tell you about the first time I ever met him?”

I asked, surprised at how clearly I remembered what until that moment I had not thought about in years. “That isn’t exactly right,” I corrected myself. “I didn’t really meet him. I appeared in front of him, in a trial—not even a real trial—a trial on stipulated facts.”

It had happened years ago, at the beginning of my career, and it was as if I had just walked out of that courtroom. Harper gave me a quizzical look as I laughed at how angry it still made me.

“You know what a stipulated facts trial is? It’s a plea bargain that allows the defendant to appeal a legal issue that is in dispute. That’s what we were doing. I had not been practicing more than six months, and I had this kid charged with stealing a car.

I tried to get his confession thrown out, but I lost on that. The deputy D.A. was one of the good ones. He thought it was a close call, and that an appellate court should decide.”

Harper never forgot he was a reporter. “Was Jeffries the judge who denied your motion?”

“No, another judge had done that. Jeffries wasn’t the one who might get overturned on appeal. He didn’t have any stake in what happened one way or the other. At least not that way,” I added.

I lifted the cup with both hands and sipped the black coffee, remembering the way Jeffries had looked that day, his pug-fingered hands folded in front of him, waiting for me to begin. He was still in his thirties, but his wavy hair, which ran in a straight line from his brow, was already silver smooth.

“McDonald—that was the name of the deputy D.A.—recited the facts of the case. The defendant—I’ve forgotten his name—

was standing right next to me, his hands cuffed in front of him.

He had broken into the home of his former girlfriend, taken her keys, and stolen her car. It was simple, straightforward, nothing to it. McDonald finished, and Jeffries turned to me. ‘Does the defendant agree with this rendition of the facts?’ he asked. The kid nodded and I said yes out loud for the record. It was the first stipulated facts trial I had done, but McDonald had done dozens of them. It was all routine.

“Jeffries drew himself up and looked right at McDonald. ‘Very well. Based on these facts, I find the defendant not guilty.’

“Not guilty! It was impossible. But there it was. Jeffries kept looking at McDonald, daring him to open his mouth.”

I raised my eyes until I met Harper’s gaze. “So far as I know, I’m the only defense lawyer who ever won a stipulated facts trial, and I only won it because Jeffries was so utterly corrupt.”

“Your client bought him off?”

“My client didn’t have anything to do with it. It was worse than bribery. It was power. Earlier that same week, McDonald had been late for a court appearance. Jeffries, who was never on time himself, was in a rage. He told him no one was ever late to his courtroom. And he meant it.”

The bartender brought breakfast, and Harper began to cut the eggs with his knife and fork. “Everyone always said he ran a tight courtroom,” he remarked as he lifted the fork to his mouth.

“And everyone said Captain Bligh ran a tight ship,” I replied as I started to eat. The eggs were runny and the bacon was charred.

After a couple of bites I shoved the plate aside and forgot about food. My mind was filling with images of things that had happened, the oldest of them crowding out the others, as if clarity came only after a memory had been buried for years.

“The next time I saw Jeffries was about a month later. I had a case that had to be set for trial. Jeffries liked to do these things in chambers. When he got to my case, he leaned back in his chair, a big smile on his face, and said, ‘Tell your client if he pleads guilty, he’ll get probation, but if he goes to trial, he goes to prison.’ “

I looked at Harper as I cradled the warm coffee mug in my hands. “I was young, new, more interested in saying something smart than doing something wise. I couldn’t let it go. ‘Even if he’s acquitted?’ God, you should have been there. The room was full of lawyers. Everyone was laughing, everyone but Jeffries. He stared at me with cold-eyed suspicion, and then, without a word, went on to the next case.”

Harper mopped up a liquid yellow yolk with a piece of toast and stuffed it into his mouth. With a paper napkin he wiped his lips, and asked, “What did Jeffries do to get even?”

“Even?” I replied with a rueful laugh. “That was never good enough for Jeffries, not by half.”

The door opened and I shuddered as a gust of cold air struck the back of my neck. An old man in a tweed jacket and a woman bent over a cane took a table on the other side of the room.

“A few weeks later I had a case on the criminal docket, and Jeffries was on the bench. My client was in custody and all we are going to do is enter a not guilty plea. It isn’t going to take more than two minutes. All the in-custody arraignments were set for eight-thirty. I was there at eight twenty-five. Jeffries was ten minutes late. He’s late so often he doesn’t bother to apologize.

Court begins when he gets there; lawyers can wait.

“Usually the deputy D.A. calls the cases on the docket, but not in Jeffries’s courtroom, not that day. Jeffries called them himself, called them alphabetically, all except my client. When he came to him, he skipped to the next name on the list and took everyone after that in order, all the way through until he had finished with them all. I had sat there for three and a half hours, and it was now five minutes before noon and my client was the only one left. Jeffries got up from the bench and went to lunch.”

Harper seemed amused by it. If it had happened to someone else, or if it had been the only time it had happened to me, I might have found something humorous in it as well.

“So he made you wait until after lunch?”

“He came back in the afternoon, and without so much as a glance in my direction announced that because the civil calendar was unusually crowded, any criminal matters left over from the morning would be taken up the next day.”

“Judicial discretion,” Harper remarked with a wry expression.

His eyes grew distant, as if he was starting to remember other occasions on which he had witnessed other judges inflicting injury on lawyers they did not like. “It was a long time ago,” he said, coming back to himself. “Why does it still bother you so much?”

“It probably wouldn’t, if it had been the end of things,” I explained. “But it was just the beginning.”

Another blast of cold air hit the back of my neck. A slightly built middle-aged man with slick black hair held the door while a taller, broad-shouldered man with snow white hair and wintry blue eyes passed in front of him. As soon as they saw us, they headed for our table.

“Hello, Joseph,” the old man said softly as I stood up. Nearly seventy, Asa Bartram still practiced law. He came in late every morning and left early every afternoon, but he never missed a day. The other attorneys in the firm he had started before most of them were born parked in the underground garage, but Asa, who owned the building, parked his Cadillac on the street in front, directly under a NO PARKING sign that always kept his space vacant.

“You know Jonah,” he said to me as he turned and shook hands with Harper. Small, dark-eyed, with a nervous twitch that locked his left eye into a permanent squint, Jonah Micronitis paid no attention to me. He pulled out a chair for the older man and waited until he sat down. “How are you,” he said finally, with a quick, cursory nod as he moved to the other side of the table and took the fourth chair for himself.

Harper and I exchanged a brief glance as Micronitis leaned across and asked Asa what he wanted. Rubbing his large raw-boned hands together, the old man thought about it for a moment. “Just coffee.” Micronitis nodded once, and lifted up his head. His eyes darted toward the bartender. “Coffee,” he called out in a peremptory tone.

“Were you at the funeral?” Asa asked.

“Yes, I was.”

He was a large man, with a high forehead and prominent cheekbones, who despite his age held himself rigid and alert. He looked at me, his white bushy eyebrows drawn together, his blue eyes sparkling, enjoying a private joke. “It’s always good to outlive your enemies,” he said finally.

Too impatient to wait, Micronitis went to the bar to get the coffee himself. He brought back two cups and set one in front of Asa.

I tried to be diplomatic. “I didn’t view Jeffries as an enemy.

We just never quite got along.”

There was nothing hostile in the way he looked at me. His eyes remained friendly, if a little distant, but my answer had plainly amused him. “Jonah,” he said without moving his eyes, “how would you describe the way Judge Jeffries felt about Antonelli?”

Slipping back into his chair, Micronitis glanced first at me, then at Bartram. A smirk shot across his small, tight-lipped mouth.

“Hatred, pure and simple.” His voice, a flat, slightly nasal monotone, carried no more emotion than if he had been asked for the time.

This reply seemed to add to the old man’s amusement. “It’s rather more of a challenge not to speak ill of the dead when it turns out the dead speak so ill of the living, isn’t it?”

I shrugged it off and tried to turn the conversation in a different direction. “As I say, for some reason we just never got along. But you were quite good friends with him, weren’t you?”

He took his eyes off me and stirred the cup of coffee on the table in front of him. He put the spoon down on the saucer, lifted the cup to his mouth, and, out of habit, blew on it before he drank. The loose, mottled skin on his throat throbbed as he swallowed.

“We went to law school together. The class of …” His voice trailed off, and at the first sign of uncertainty, Micronitis, always waiting to help, supplied the year. “Calvin didn’t want to go to law school,” Bartram continued, glancing at Harper, then at me, certain we would find this not only surprising but interesting as well. “Calvin wanted to be a doctor. He applied to medical school, and they were eager to have him. As well they might. Calvin had a brilliant mind. But when he told them that he had to work part-time while he was going to school—he had to help support his mother—they wouldn’t let him in. They told him medical school was too difficult, that no one could get through if they were working at a job, even one that was part-time …”

“You never wanted to be the defense attorney in a medical malpractice case in his courtroom,” Micronitis interjected. His eyes glistening, he slowly drew his index finger across his throat.

“Hated doctors.”

Bartram, his mind focused on what he wanted to say, had not stopped talking. “We started out together, opened our own office.

We almost starved to death. Not that Calvin would have noticed. He never cared anything for the business side of the law.

Always left all of that to me. He was too busy, reading cases, sitting in court listening to other lawyers make their arguments. He used to get in his car and drive down to Salem just so he could watch oral arguments in front of the Oregon Supreme Court.”

Grasping the handle of the cup between his thumb and the gnarled knuckle of his forefinger, Bartram lifted it to his mouth, staring straight ahead as he drank.

“He should never have been a lawyer. He didn’t have the temperament for it. You have to treat people with respect. You have to at least pretend that a client might have something to say worth listening to. You have to defer, with a show of good grace, to anything a judge decides to say. Calvin couldn’t do it.” As soon as he said it, he took it back. “No, that’s not true. He could do it—and he did it—at least with judges, but he hated it, every minute of it. He thought it was all too demeaning.”

He paused, a blank look on his face, as if he had lost the thread of his thought.

“All too demeaning,” Micronitis reminded him.

The thin film of vague ambiguity dissolved, and Bartram’s eyes came back into focus. “Calvin Jeffries,” he said like someone recalling the name of a long-lost friend, “was blessed—or perhaps I should say cursed—with a really remarkable capacity to take in both sides of a question almost simultaneously.” A shrewd glint entered his pale eyes. “I suppose I should have said ‘to see the flaws’ in both sides of an argument. He had the most analytical mind I ever saw.”

He hesitated, just for a moment, and Micronitis opened his mouth. With a shake of his head that was more like a quick shudder, the old man cut him off. “There was something quite destructive about it, this way he had of demolishing every argument he heard. It became an obsession with him. He was so intent on showing everyone that they did not measure up, that he sometimes completely lost sight of the difference between better and worse. With that restless mind of his, everything was reduced to the absolute equality of imperfection.”

This moment of lucidity seemed to exhaust his critical facul-ties. His head sagged down and as he fumbled with his coffee cup his hand trembled for a moment before he was able to bring it back under control.

“Well,” he said, looking around the table, “for someone who wasn’t interested in money, he did all right.” His eyes landed on Micronitis. “Thanks to us, he was pretty well off, wasn’t he.”

You could almost see the electrons racing around the agile brain of Jonah Micronitis as he calculated, no doubt to the last dollar and cent, the net worth of Asa Bartram’s deceased friend. “Quite a wealthy man.” He caught the meaning of the look that passed between Harper and myself. “It all started years ago,” he explained.

“Before I joined the firm. Asa always had an eye for investments.

He put the judge into some things—real estate, mainly—that didn’t cost that much at the time.”

With a grim laugh, the old man interjected: “But whoever killed him didn’t get any of it. One thing you could always count on about Calvin—he never had enough money on him to pick up a check.”

“The killer was probably after the car,” Harper suggested. “That’s where he was stabbed, right next to his car in the courthouse parking structure.”

Wincing, Asa dropped his eyes. “Terrible thing, terrible thing,”

he muttered. “Just left there to die like that, and then somehow managed to drag himself back to his office. Must have crawled part of the way.”

Micronitis checked his watch. “We better get going,” he said.

Asa gave no sign he had heard. Instead, he raised his head and grinned at me. “Jonah was right. Calvin really hated you.”

Laying my hand on his forearm, I looked into his aging eyes.

“And do you hate me, too, Asa?” I asked gently.

He was startled at first, but then he realized I was not asking him about me at all. “No, of course not,” he replied, patting my hand. “Calvin hated everybody.” A shudder seemed to pass through him, and his mouth twisted into a grimace. He stared down at the table, shaking his head. Then he stopped, placed both hands on the arms of his chair, and drew himself up to his full height. “He was the most brilliant man and the meanest son of a bitch I ever knew. I made him rich, and he made me feel like he was doing me a favor by letting me do it.”

“Then why did you?” Harper asked.

Asa did not understand. “Why did I what?”

Harper never had a chance to answer. Before the second word was out of the old man’s mouth, Micronitis had already begun to explain. “Why did you make him rich if he treated you like that?”

With a toss of his head, Asa snorted. “Wish I knew. I just did it, that’s all.” He paused, his dim eyes twinkling with a thought that had just come to him. “It was like a marriage. After a while you settle into a kind of routine, and later on you can’t remember why. I handled the business end of things when we started out together. It became one of the things I did, and I kept doing it after he went on the bench.”

With his elbows on the table, he wrapped one hand over the other and rested his chin on top. His eyelids were closed into narrow slits and a shrewd smile played at the corners of his wide mouth.

“Once you did something for Calvin Jeffries, it stopped being a favor and became an expectation. He never thanked me, not once in all those years.” Folding his arms across his chest, he sank back in his chair. “I don’t think he even liked me,” he said, pressing his lips together as he pondered the meaning of what he had received for all his trouble. Brightening, he turned his head until his eyes met mine. “He didn’t like me, but he hated you.”

Micronitis could hardly contain himself. “Yes, he really hated you,” he said, his voice a cheerful echo.

I turned away from Asa and looked at Micronitis. “Do you know why he hated me?” I asked, irritated.

His eyes darted from mine to Asa and back again. He fidgeted around in his chair. The side of his mouth began to twitch. “No,”

he finally admitted. “I just know that he did.”

Finished with his breakfast, Harper set his empty plate to the side. “Do you know why?” he asked, looking right at me.

“It was the Larkin case,” Asa explained. Harper turned his head, waiting to hear more. “The Larkin case made our friend here famous,” he said, nodding toward me. “Every lawyer who ever became famous became famous because of one case. The Larkin case was yours, wasn’t it?”

Harper’s eyes flashed. “I remember now. It was years ago. I couldn’t cover it. I’d already been assigned to a murder trial that was scheduled at the same time.” Harper thought of something.

“Wasn’t that the case the judge threw you in jail for contempt?”

Then he realized what had happened. “Ah,” he said, suddenly subdued, “Jeffries.”

For a moment, no one said anything. Then, turning to Asa, Harper asked, “What was it about the case that made him hate Antonelli so much?”

Furrowing his brow, he tried to remember. Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t really know. I never paid much attention to what went on in the courthouse. All I know,” he said, repeating himself, “is that it was the Larkin case.” He smiled apologetically at Harper and looked at me. “Tell us what happened, Joe. The Larkin trial.”

Micronitis started to object. He tapped his fingernail on the glass crystal of his wristwatch, trying to remind Asa that there was somewhere he was supposed to be.

“Go ahead, Joe,” Asa insisted. “I’ve always wanted to hear about it.”

Harper endorsed the suggestion. “I’ve always wanted to hear about it, too.” He stole a quick, sideways glance at Micronitis, then added, “And take your time. Don’t leave anything out.”

 


Two

_______

The Larkin case. As soon as I was reminded of it, I remembered everything, all of it; the way the women who worked in the courthouse went out of their way to let me know what an awful thing she had done; the rigid certainty that she was guilty; the vexation that whatever sentence she was given would be less than she deserved. Perhaps part of it was because she looked so much like they did, a plain, scarcely noticeable woman who seldom wore makeup and thought nothing of wearing the same dress two days in a row. Most of it of course was because her husband had already confessed to having done with their daughter what she was accused of having done with their son.

That was perhaps the most intriguing thing of all, and even now I cannot pretend to understand why the reaction against her was so much more ferocious than it was against him. He had been having sex with his own daughter for three and a half years. Not his stepdaughter, his own flesh and blood. It is difficult to imagine anyone doing anything worse, yet from the time his wife was first accused of having sexual relations with their young son, she became a monster of depravity and he became, well—nothing.

He was a part of the background, a bit player, someone who had done something unspeakable, but something no different than the unforgivable acts of a thousand other men. The blame that attached to what he had done to his daughter had, as it were, been diffused by the frequency with which such things had been done before. Edward Larkin was a sexual predator who would be dealt with in the normal course of the criminal law; what Janet Larkin had done was beyond anyone’s experience. No mother had sex with her son; it was an unnatural act outside the boundaries of not only every convention but every instinct. It was the ultimate taboo, and for that reason it had to be true. It was not the kind of thing someone, especially a child, would just invent.

I got the case for no other reason than that it was my turn. I was still doing court-appointed work, and when Janet Larkin was called for arraignment and announced she could not afford to hire a lawyer of her own, my name was next on the list. It is strange how often the most important things that happen to us are matters of chance, and how often we don’t understand it at the time. I certainly did not. When I went to the district attorney’s office to pick up the discovery in the case, the clerk, a tall woman in her late forties with long dangling brightly colored ear-rings, suggested I come up with a reason to get out of it.

“Have you heard about the book?” she asked, shaking her head in disgust. “It talks about having kids in the same bed with their parents. That’s really sick,” she added, as she turned away.

Just as I got to the door, Spencer Goldman grabbed my arm.

Short, with a bristling brown mustache and wiry hair, he talked the way he moved, in sudden, explosive bursts.

“There’s not going to be any deal in this case,” he announced with ill-disguised hostility. There was a look of triumph in his eyes, as if he were certain that he had just inflicted a mortal wound. We had had cases together before, and he knew I was not shy about going to trial. I took every case I could to trial—

that was the whole reason I became a lawyer: to try cases. He was not trying to scare me; he was trying to show me just how confident he was that Janet Larkin was guilty and that he was going to be able to prove it. There was something else as well, a sense of moral outrage about what had happened. Others, of course, had the same feeling, but I believe that he felt it perhaps more than anyone else.

“It was his case,” Asa suggested by way of explanation.

“It was more than that. It was personal. Not between him and me,” I added quickly. “Between him and the boy. He believed him, believed every word of the story the boy had told. Goldman didn’t have any doubt—none—and it was, really, the most extraordinary story you’ve ever heard.” Pausing, I stared down at the table, remembering the look of defiance on Goldman’s face when he told me he knew the boy was telling the truth. “I suppose we believe what we want to believe, or what we think we’re supposed to believe. Whatever the reason, he believed him, and he came to believe that the only chance the boy had to recover from the awful thing that had been done to him was to let him know that everyone believed him. The mother had to admit what she had done, or there had to be a trial to prove to the world that she had done it. He wanted to punish the mother, all right, but he mainly wanted to save the child.” I shook my head. “The child! He was smarter than anyone else involved in the case.

There was no question he was his father’s son.

“Perhaps the most important thing to understand is that Edward Larkin, the father, never got caught. He had been abusing his daughter for years, and no one knew. The girl never told a soul. Once, it is true, she tried to tell someone—a girl she went to school with—but she pretended she was talking about someone else. She could not bring herself to admit the truth. It was a secret, and it might very well have remained a secret, if her father had not decided to talk about it himself.

“Try to imagine, if you can, what happened to Edward Larkin.

For years he had been having sexual relations with his own daughter. I can’t tell you that he felt guilt, or remorse, or had any kind of regret about it at all. I can’t even tell you he thought it was wrong. Of course he had to have known that other people thought it was wrong; he had to have known that it was the kind of thing people get into very serious trouble about. It is certain that he never breathed a word about it to anyone. Then, one day—or so he claimed—he saw a television show, a discussion about incest, and he decided he had to talk to somebody. I don’t know. It may be true. It’s easier to admit you’ve done something when it’s something other people do. And it’s easier still, if it’s something that can be considered a disease, something that isn’t your fault, something that can be cured. He began to see a psychologist, and the psychologist convinced him that he had to see the police.

“Larkin told them everything. Charges were filed, but because he had come forward voluntarily, and because he was already in therapy, he pled guilty to one count of sexual abuse and was placed on probation. And because he was in therapy, the rest of that family had to go as well. Obviously, the girl needed help, and the mother, who had just learned what her husband had been doing with her daughter, needed it as well. The boy, it was thought, required counseling to help him cope with what had happened to everyone else.

“Gerald Larkin was eleven years old, and all of a sudden his whole world had been destroyed. Before anyone else could tell him what had happened, his father told him, though precisely what he told him no one ever really knew. But it would have been natural for the father to suggest that what he had done was not all that serious, or all that blameworthy, to spare his son as much pain as he possibly could and to tell him that at some point everything would be back to normal.

“Two months after he began seeing a counselor, the boy revealed that at the same time his father had been abusing his sister, his mother had been abusing him. He did not bring it all out at once. At first he remembered only being touched by someone’s hands. Then, gradually, under the questioning of the therapist, he was able to recall more of what had happened until, finally, he had a clear recollection of everything. His mother, he insisted, had repeatedly forced him to have sexual intercourse.

“Everyone believed him, the psychologist, the police, the district attorney’s office. It explained certain things. How could the father have been doing these things with the daughter without the mother knowing anything about it? The answer of course was that the mother did know, but did not care. You can see why everyone thought she was a monster. And then, of course, it seemed to explain the meaning of that book. It was nothing more than the simple proposition that it was better to let children crawl into bed with their parents when they felt afraid or insecure, than force them to stay in their own room alone. Whether that is good advice or not, I would not know, but there was nothing sinister in what it intended to teach. You could not tell that to anyone who had only heard about it, however. As far as they were concerned, it was a manual of depravity, written by the devil himself, instead of something you could find in any bookstore.

“Everyone knew she was guilty, and her continued insistence that she was not seemed only to prove her contempt for decent behavior. Not satisfied with ruining her son’s life by repeated acts of incest, she was determined to make him a public spectacle by dragging him through the indignities of a jury trial. Janet Larkin inspired something close to universal hatred, and because I was her attorney, much of it was directed at me. Nearly every day a new batch of letters was delivered to my office expressing in language laced with obscenity the moral outrage of their anonymous authors. Even people I knew began to look the other way when they passed me in a hallway of the courthouse. I decided that in the best interest of my client I had no choice but to ask that the trial be moved as far away from Portland as possible. I filed a motion for a change of venue. It was the first major mistake I made.

“I was of course a lot younger then, and it was early in my career. Still, it’s hard to believe I was ever that naive. Jeffries was already the presiding circuit court judge, and he could have had the case assigned to any judge he wanted. He assigned it to himself. He wanted that case, and he was not about to let it go. The motion never had a chance, but the price I paid for filing it had nothing to do with that.

“Someone once said that chance rules the universe. I don’t know if that is true or not, but I do know that there are occasions on which it can completely change your life, and this, like the fact I was given the case in the first place, was one of them.

I drafted the motion and then put it in final form. Normally, I would have had it sent to the court by registered mail or simply dropped it off at the clerk’s office. But I was in a hurry. I wanted a hearing on it as soon as possible. I did not want to wait while it was sent through all the usual bureaucratic channels. I took it directly to Jeffries’s office.

“No one was there. The outer office, where his judicial assistant had her desk, was deserted. It was not quite one o’clock, and assuming that she was probably on her way back from lunch, I took a chair and waited. Not ten seconds later, the door to Jeffries’s chambers opened, and she emerged from the darkness inside. Barefoot and disheveled, she was pinning her hair up in back when she caught sight of me out of the corner of her eye.

Flushed with embarrassment, she froze in her tracks. I walked from the chair straight to her desk, pretending that I had noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Laying the motion down in front of her, I gave a brief, formal explanation of what it was. She glanced at the document and, without breaking her silence, looked back at me, a question in her eyes, not whether I knew what she had been doing—no, she was certain of that—but whether I was someone who was likely to talk.

” ‘I’d like to have a hearing on this as soon as the judge has time on his calendar,’ I said, maintaining the fiction that there was nothing in my mind but the motion I had come to deliver.

” ‘Is someone out there?’ I heard Jeffries call as I turned and left.

“There are few things that make us feel more vulnerable than the suspicion that someone knows something about us we don’t want them to know. It was not a feeling that Jeffries enjoyed, and the first chance he had he let me know that it was within his power to give me that same feeling a dozen times over. It happened during the first day of trial.

“The motion for a change of venue was denied. There was no hearing, no oral argument, nothing, just a two-sentence order that read: ‘Defendant has moved for a change of venue. Defendant’s motion is denied.’ The trial started a few weeks later, on a Thurs-day afternoon. As soon as Jeffries took the bench, I renewed my motion.

” ‘That motion was denied,’ he replied.

“I was incorrigible, and worse yet, rather proud of it. ‘If it had not been denied,’ I retorted, ‘there would not be much point in renewing it, would there?’

“Jeffries stared hard at me. ‘Denied again.’

” ‘Why don’t we have a hearing on it first,’ I suggested with an arrogance that not even my youth could excuse. ‘That way, after you have listened to the arguments on the motion, you might be able to accompany your ruling with a reason.’

“Raising his head, he twisted it slightly to the side as he studied me intently. He took a slow, deep breath, and as he did so his nostrils flared and the corners of his mouth turned downward.

For a long time, he did not speak a word.

” ‘You will do well to remember, Mr. Antonelli,’ he said finally,

‘that you are here to try your case, not my patience.’ His voice, never deep, was more high-pitched than I had heard it before, as if only by an effort could he keep it from becoming a shriek.

‘And, yes, Mr. Antonelli,’ he went on, ‘I do provide a reason when I rule on a motion, but only when the reason isn’t obvious on the face of it, and only when the lawyer who filed it might actually be able to understand it.’

“There was nothing I could do. I had gone too far as it was.

Retreating behind a mask of rigid formality, I played the lawyer, hiding my resentment while I nodded my acquiescence in every harsh word he lavished upon me. ‘Thank you, your honor,’ I said when he was finished, mindful that of all the tyrannies ever established on earth, a courtroom is the only one in which abuse is always to be followed by an expression of appreciation.

“I thought that this was the end of it, but it was only the beginning. I had barely begun questioning the first juror on voir dire when he was on me again.

” ‘That question is not germane to whether or not this person is qualified to be a fair and impartial juror,’ he instructed me. I had asked the woman what grades her children were in. ‘The juror questionnaire tells you how many children she has and how old they are. That’s all you need to know about them.’

“It was the same with the next question, and the one after that. Nothing I asked was right; everything I asked was wrong.

He interrupted me so often that I started to hesitate halfway through a question, waiting for him to do it again. He was making me look awkward, indecisive, someone who did not know what he was doing. He was making me look like a fool in front of the very people who had to trust me if I was going to have any chance to win. And he was doing it on purpose. Somehow, despite his constant badgering, his incessant corrections, I kept going. Then I asked the eighth juror the question I should have been asking all of them, the question I’ve asked every juror in every criminal case I’ve tried since: ‘Even if you’re convinced the defendant is probably guilty, will you still vote to return a verdict of not guilty if the state fails to prove that guilt beyond a reasonable doubt?’

“Jeffries practically jumped out of his chair. ‘That question is not permissible. You are not allowed to ask a juror how they might vote on the ultimate issue in the case. You will not ask that question again, Mr. Antonelli. Not of this juror, nor of any other juror. Understand?’

“It was late on the second day, Friday, and I had been beaten on long enough. I turned back to the same juror, and more slowly than I had before, asked the same question again.

” ‘This will be a good time to end for the day,’ Jeffries announced before an answer could be given. ‘We’ll resume Monday morning at nine-thirty.’

“He waited until the last prospective juror left the courtroom.

His eyes were cold as ice. ‘You were told not to do that. I told you that question was not allowable, and yet you immediately asked it again. You deliberately flouted the authority of this court, and I have no alternative but to hold you in contempt.’

“I had expected it, and if the truth be told, had almost looked forward to it. I was in contempt, not of the court, however, but of him and the way he was trying to destroy my ability to put on a defense. I stared back at him and kept my silence.

” ‘I sentence you to three days in jail.’ He nodded toward the bailiff to take me away. ‘You can be released Monday morning, in time for the trial,’ he added as he gathered up his books and papers from the bench.

” ‘Your honor,’ I replied, trying to stop myself from screaming,

‘you can charge me with contempt, but I can’t be put in jail for it—not under these circumstances—unless I’m found guilty after a trial.’

“He knew I was right, and we both knew it did not matter.

The bailiff had his hand on my arm, warning me under his breath not to say another word, while Jeffries rose from the bench and disappeared into chambers.

” ‘He would have added more time,’ the bailiff explained. ‘I’ve seen him do it often enough before. You look cross-eyed at him, he throws the book at you.’

“I was delivered to the county jail and learned what it was like to become one of those who no longer exist. They took my wallet, my watch, my car keys, everything I had in my pockets, and looked at me like I was crazy when I asked if I could keep my briefcase. Apparently concerned that I might use my tie either to strangle someone or hang myself, they made me give it to them. Then they took my fingerprints, grabbing each hand and pushing down on it as they rolled each fingertip onto the paper sheet. When that was done, I stood on a taped line, looking straight ahead into the camera, and then with a quarter turn, gave them my profile. They now had my prints, my photograph, and all the possessions I had brought with me. Most important of all, they had me, and I did not like it one bit.

“I was a model of diplomacy and tact. When they finished processing me, one of the deputies grabbed my shoulder and shoved me ahead. I caught my balance and turned on him.

” ‘You lay a hand on me again, you son of a bitch, and I’ll have you in court for the rest of your natural life.’

“He was a large, bulky man, with small fat hands. I would never have believed he could move as fast as he did. Before I knew what was happening, my face was flat against the cinder block wall and both my arms were pinned behind my back. I felt the cold metal around my wrists and then the clicking noise as he locked the handcuffs tight.

” ‘You’re not in court now, counselor,’ the deputy reminded me.

He grabbed the same shoulder he had before and with one hard push sent me flying. He walked at a steady pace, and each time he caught up with me did it again until we reached a windowless metal door. I braced myself when he opened it, ready for the push that would send me tumbling inside. Instead, he turned me around, and unfastened the handcuffs.

” ‘Nothing personal,’ he said.

“He had that kind of stupid grin that you imagine on the face of the schoolyard bully after he has just flattened some scrawny little kid with thick glasses and a stutter who can’t hit back. It was the first time I had ever actually seen that look. A coward from the cradle, I had learned to avoid that kind of trouble. I suppose it was the fear of being found out for what I really was that made me do what I did next. With both hands, I shoved him in the chest as hard as I could. He did not move, not so much as an inch. I might just as well have tried to move the wall. He stared at me, a blank look on his face, as if he did not quite comprehend what I was doing. Then, in an instant, the heel of his hand came up under my jaw and I was knocked backward into the cell, and the door slammed shut behind me. I was locked in a room, six feet by four, the only furnishing a wooden bench suspended from the wall on two metal chains. There was no window, no source of light, except a single dim light bulb that hung high overhead inside a wire mesh screen.

“Without any means to measure it, time came to a stop. After I had been there for what I knew could only have been a few minutes, I felt as if I had been sitting there, staring into nothingness, for hours. I stood up and started to pace back and forth, three small steps each way, counting out loud. It gave me a strange sense of satisfaction, the sound of my voice tolling off the passage of time, tangible proof that I was not imprisoned in a permanent present. It was a way of protecting myself against the fear that had already begun to gnaw at the edge of my conscious mind, the incipient panic at being shut away in a small confined space, the sense of terror that had always accompanied the thought of being buried alive.

“After a while I stopped counting and began to concentrate on the trial. I tried to think about what I was going to say in my opening statement after we finished selecting the jury. I sat down on the hard bench, and studied as carefully as I could the remembered faces of the jurors with whom I had already talked, and thought about which ones I should keep and which ones I should let go. There was a sound at the door. It swung open and a different guard motioned for me to follow him down another corridor. I asked him for the time. I had been in the cell for less than fifteen minutes.

“I assumed he was taking me to eat, or perhaps to change into the clothing of an inmate. He stopped, opened a door, and I found myself squinting into a glaring light. I was on a kind of stage, standing next to four or five other men in front of a wall with odd markings on it. From somewhere in the darkness on the other side of the light, a voice told us to turn to the left. Then I knew. I was in a lineup.

“As soon as I realized where I was and what they were doing, I became convinced they were looking for someone who had committed either murder or rape, and that their witness would mis-takenly pick me. I was certain of it, and I tried to look like someone else. I rolled my shoulders forward, until I was as bent over as someone who does stoop labor in the fields. I dropped my head and let my chin sag down onto my chest. I knew nothing about the crime and yet I thought I had something to hide.

When it was over, and along with the others I was led out of the room, I almost felt as if I had gotten away with something.

“Instead of taking me back to the small cell, I was led down another corridor and put in what we used to call the tank. It was a large room, perhaps thirty feet by twenty, with benches on each of the four walls. On one side, two dirt-covered windows, so high up you could not reach them, much less see out of them, let in a gray, dismal light. Thirty or forty men were crowded together inside. Most were hunched over, staring down at the cement floor, or leaning back against the wall, their hands lying listlessly at their sides, or locked around an upraised knee, gazing straight ahead, an absent look in their eyes. Several were lying on the floor, arms crossed in front of them, sleeping off a drunk. The air was stagnant with the fetid smell of urine and sweat. Stepping carefully over the bodies on the floor, I found a place on the bench directly under the window. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I made out the figure of a man crouching low in the corner. It took me a minute before I realized that his pants were down around his ankles and he was squatting over the one toilet everyone was supposed to share. I turned away, disgusted. Then, convinced I must have been wrong, I looked again. He was sitting there, black hair matted down on his head, with a thick neck and huge fleshy arms, masturbating. In an instant, I was on my feet, moving across the room. Stumbling over the body of a drunk who woke up just long enough to swing his arm at my legs, I made it to the door and banged on it as hard as I could.

” ‘How long are you going to keep me in here?’ I demanded when the guard opened the peephole.

” ‘Be quiet,’ he shouted back as he closed it in my face.

“I beat on the door again, yelling for the guard to come back, though I knew it was nothing more than an empty gesture of defiance. No one was going to help me, and the only thing I could do for myself was accept my situation without further complaint.

“I spent that weekend—three nights that seemed like three years—surrounded by drunks, derelicts, people who could barely function, men who had lost the capacity to distinguish between what happened forty years ago, before they had become addicts and alcoholics, and what was happening right in front of their eyes. They were the victims of their own self-inflicted madness.

“On the bench next to me, a bleary-eyed old man scratched the gray stubble on his cheek, trying to remember where he was.

He opened his toothless mouth and, glancing up at me, began to talk in a rapid senseless monotone. At best, I could make out every third or fourth word as he rambled along, stopping every so often to ask, in a sudden burst of lucidity, ‘Don’t you see?’ He would wait until I gave some sign, a nod, a shrug, a smile, something that showed him that I understood, that I sympathized with what he was telling me, before he lost himself again in his own incoherence.

“He babbled on and on, stopping every once in a while to see if I was still listening, an endless monologue that had meaning only for himself. Gradually, his voice grew fainter, as if he was slowly drifting away. ‘Don’t you see?’ he asked, suddenly alert.

Then, without waiting for my response, he closed his eyes and a moment later began to snore. His shoulder slid up against my chest until the back of his head, greasy gray hair matted to his whitish skull, was directly below my chin. Careful not to let him fall, I got to my feet and left him slumped on the hard wooden bench, a harmless old man who, when he was not crawling into a bottle, was being shoved into a cell. I found myself wondering what stories he thought he was telling me in that torrent of unintelligible speech.

“I found a place on the other side of the cell, as far away as I could get from the stench that emanated from that shit-splattered toilet. The windows high above were black with the night and the dim gray yellow illumination from the single electric bulb lent a spectral quality to things that even in the clear light of day would have been troubling enough. How was it possible that human beings could of their own volition have been reduced to this? How was it possible that the only thing we could think to do about it was to take them, throw them in jail for a few days or a few weeks, and then put them back out on the street to do the same thing all over again? That old man I had left lying on the bench somewhere in the darkness would spend the rest of his life either drunk or locked up and no one seemed to think a thing about it. That was the first time that I began to think that the law itself could be the worst crime of all.

“I became aware that I was being watched. A few feet away from me, sitting straight with his back against the cement wall and his hands extended to his knees, a gaunt figure was staring at me. As soon as he saw me look, he came over and without a word sat down next to me the same way he had been sitting before.

” ‘Thank you for coming, Mr. Steelhammer,’ he said, his eyes focused straight ahead.

“Ignoring him, I started to move away. ‘We have an appointment, Mr. Steelhammer,’ he said, turning his head toward me.

‘I’ve been waiting for you since yesterday when my wife called you.’

“I shook my head to let him know he was making a mistake.

” ‘You’re my lawyer,’ he insisted. ‘The trial starts tomorrow.’

” ‘I’m not Mr. Steelhammer. I’m not your lawyer.’

” ‘Just a minute,’ he said, quite serious. ‘I’ll ask my wife.’ Squinting his eyes, he started moving his lips, noiselessly, like someone forming the words they are reading from a book held right in front of them. His lips stopped moving, and his eyes opened wide.

‘Yes, now I understand.’ His gaze raced from one side to the other.

Then he leaned over and whispered, ‘She told me that you didn’t want to use your real name in here. What shall I call you?’

” ‘You just talked to your wife?’ I asked. ‘Where is she?’

” ‘In Rome. She’s a nun,’ he replied. ‘She’s the Pope’s daughter,’ he added, eager to share this proof of his own importance.

“Madness has a logic of its own, and there was nothing to be gained by insisting on the rules of reason that every normal person follows without a conscious thought.

” ‘I’m not your lawyer. I was sent here to make sure you were all right. Mr. Steelhammer will come tomorrow, or perhaps the day after. In the meantime,’ I cautioned him as if it were a matter of the gravest importance, ‘you are not to talk to anyone about this.’ He followed every word with obedient eyes. ‘Silence is the key,’ I insisted.

” ‘Silence is the key,’ he repeated, nodding to himself. Without another word, he went back to his place on the bench, stretched his hands out to his knees, and, perfectly content, started once again the endless wait for someone who would never come.

“If I slept at all that night, it was only for a few minutes at a time. Chased by nightmares, men cried out like children, lonely and afraid, or woke up with a start, screaming obscenities or throwing wild punches at anyone they thought had disturbed their rest.

“I stayed in that holding tank—that dungeon—all weekend long, living a slow-motion death. They never moved me to a cell of my own; they never let me shower or change my clothes. Monday morning they let me go, but not until nine o’clock when, as the jailer reminded me when he gave me back my briefcase, I had only thirty minutes to get to court.

” ‘Why wasn’t I let out two hours ago? That’s the normal time, isn’t it? Seven o’clock?’

“He was reluctant to answer, but finally relented. ‘It wasn’t up to me,’ he explained as he emptied out the contents of a manila envelope. I picked up my keys and then my wallet. ‘Judge Jeffries signed the order.’ He hesitated, a question in his eyes. ‘You’re not really going to go to court like that, are you?’

“I had not shaved since early Friday morning. I had not brushed my teeth or even washed my face and hands. My hair felt like it was alive, infested with a million microscopic organisms on a feeding frenzy. I itched everywhere. My suit was in ruins, rumpled, wrinkled, soiled with sweat and God knows what else. My black wing tip shoes were dirty and scuffed. One of them was dis-colored with a stain left when one of those drunks sitting next to me had urinated down his leg.

“The more he looked at me, the more sympathetic the deputy became. He offered to help. ‘I’ve got some things in the back. A razor, an extra toothbrush.’

” ‘Thanks,’ I said, as I turned to go, ‘but I think I owe it to the judge to let him see me the way I am.’ “

 


Three

_______

Adrink in his hand, Harper Bryce let his eye wander across the bar and grill. A few more people had come in while we talked, a blast of late winter wind announcing each new arrival, and it was now almost half full. It was one of those places that stay in business for years, seldom empty but never crowded. The dishes had been cleared from the table, and the coffee had gone cold, but no one felt any pressure to leave. We could sit there all day if we wanted, talking among ourselves, and no one would think twice about it.

Pushing up the sleeve of his shirt just far enough to steal a glance at his watch, Jonah Micronitis started to say something, another reminder that it was getting late and there were things they had to do. Time was money, and money, for Jonah Micronitis, had always been everything. Asa Bartram ignored him. With a slight movement of his head, and an even less discernible movement of his hand, he stopped him from making a sound.

“Did you really go to court, Calvin’s court, like that?” Asa asked, encouraging me to go on. His arms, folded together, rested on the table. A faint smile flickered at the corners of his broad mouth. There was a look of nostalgia in his aging eyes, as if he had been reminded of some indiscretion of his own, some act of defiance which he had grown too prudent to commit, but on which he still looked back with pride.

“I did not even stop at the men’s room to comb my hair and wash my face. I was furious. I don’t think I had ever felt quite so righteous in my life.”

Asa knew exactly what I meant. “Having nothing left to lose is a kind of liberation, isn’t it?”

“You would have thought I was leading a slave rebellion. Three days in that place, and in some ways I had become more demented than any of the poor souls I found there. I could have killed Jeffries and gone to my execution convinced that I was entirely justified for what I had done. I didn’t kill him, of course, but when he took his place on the bench I tried to murder him with a stare. I need not have bothered; he damn near died when he saw what I looked like.

“I was sitting at the counsel table, pretending there was nothing out of the ordinary, one leg crossed over the other, my left arm trailing over the back of my chair. With my thumb and forefinger, I stroked my chin like some elegantly dressed fop, bored to tears with everyone around him. Mrs. Larkin, sitting in the chair next to me, did not know what to make of it. The deputy district attorney, who had been reading his file, lifted his head, like an animal which has just caught a scent. Jurors shifted uneasily in their chairs, nudging each other to make certain they were all seeing the same thing.

” ‘Mr. Antonelli!’ Jeffries shouted, his face red with rage.

“I had already turned to the same juror I had been talking to on Friday. ‘Thank you, your honor,’ I said without looking back.

‘Now tell me,’ I went on as if time had stood still, ‘even if you’re convinced the defendant is probably guilty, will you still vote to return a verdict of not guilty if the state fails to prove that guilt beyond a reasonable doubt?’

“I’ll never forget the look on that juror’s face. The poor woman did not know what to do. She was willing to answer my question, but afraid to open her mouth.

” ‘Mr. Antonelli!’ Jeffries was screaming from the bench.

“With a speed that surprised even myself, I shot to my feet.

‘Will you stop interrupting me!’ I shouted back at him. ‘I’ve earned the right to ask that question!’

“I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anyone that angry. ‘Do you know who you’re talking to, counselor?’ he asked, clenching his teeth so hard his whole face seemed to tremble.

“I had always had a fondness for the kind of English barrister we used to read about in the old novels, the ones who could stand there, hand on hip, and with only a slight change of in-flection destroy an opponent with a single well-turned phrase. I don’t know where I got it—it must have been something I had read. I certainly did not make it up myself, but all of a sudden I remembered, and before I knew what I was doing, the words just came out.

” ‘Your honor, I’m not sure. Because, you see, I’m like a Bud-dhist in front of his idol: I know you are ugly, but I feel you are great.’

“The jury, the bailiff, the clerk—everyone in the courtroom—

froze, and every eye turned to see what Jeffries would do.

“I had called him ugly and I had called him great. He could not contest the one without contesting the other. He stared hard at me, but behind those piercing eyes he was gaining control of himself, quickly calculating what he could safely do. Folding his hands together, he lowered his head and pursed his lips. When he looked up again, he nodded slowly, a thoughtful expression on his face.

” ‘That was very good, Mr. Antonelli,’ he said in a quiet, reassuring voice. There was an almost audible sigh of relief from around the courtroom. ‘Very good, indeed,’ he added before he turned to the jury. ‘Mr. Antonelli,’ he informed them with a solemn smile, ‘has obviously been under a great deal of stress. I’m sure that with a good night’s sleep he’ll be back to his normal self. In the interest of everyone concerned, I think it would be better if we recessed now and started again tomorrow morning.’

“I went straight home, threw my clothes into a pile on the bathroom floor, and took a long hot shower. When I was finished, I crawled into bed, languishing in the pure luxury of clean sheets.

I slept all day and got up only long enough to have something for dinner before I went back to bed. The next morning, wearing a fresh shirt and a new suit, I sat at the counsel table and as if I had never laid eyes on her before began questioning that same juror.

” ‘At the end of this trial, after you have heard all the evidence, if you believe that the defendant is probably guilty, but you also believe that the state has not proven it beyond a reasonable doubt, will you return a verdict of not guilty?’

“Instinctively, her eyes flew toward the bench. Jeffries was hunched over, reading something. ‘Yes,’ she replied, her eyes coming back to me.

“We moved rapidly through voir dire, and by the end of the morning had a jury. That afternoon we made our opening statements and the next day the prosecution called its first witness, Edward Larkin.

“He could have been anyone, the father of the kid down the block, the husband of a woman you work with, a pleasant-looking, well-dressed man, someone you would chat comfortably with while you stood together waiting for a bus. He spoke about the sexual relationship with his daughter as if he were a psychologist describing something that one of his patients had done. That was what you had to understand about him: He had learned to ana-lyze his past behavior with almost clinical detachment. Yes, he had for years been having sexual intercourse with his own daughter. Yes, he understood this was something he should not have done. But now he was in counseling, where he was learning how to deal with his problem. Remarkable how a few words can change the way we think. His problem! Suddenly, it becomes something private, his own possession, something that ultimately does not concern anyone else, except insofar as the people affected by his behavior can help him with his problem. He is no longer the subject who has inflicted an unforgivable wrong that must be punished as an example to others, but an object for the professional attention of those trained to deal with his particular disease. He testified at the trial of his wife as if he had been called as an expert witness on a case that had nothing whatever to do with him.

“He admitted everything; he gave no indication that he was embarrassed, much less ashamed, of anything. In response to the questions put to him, he described the way he had several times each week left the room he shared with his wife and gone down the hall to his daughter’s room. Though he said he always waited until his wife was asleep, he said it in a way that suggested he could not always have been sure.

“The prosecution tried to make certain no one missed the point.

‘Then, it’s quite possible, isn’t it,’ Spencer Goldman asked, ‘that during the years this was going on, your wife became aware of what you were doing with your daughter?’

“It was a call for speculation if there ever was one, and I was on my feet shouting my objection before he was finished with the question. But if I had thought that Jeffries was through with me, I quickly learned just how wrong I could be.

” ‘Overruled!’ he barked, motioning for me to sit down.

” ‘Your honor,’ I insisted, still on my feet, ‘he’s—’

” ‘He’s eliciting testimony that the mother must have known what the father was doing,’ Jeffries interjected. He gave me a sharp look. ‘And he’s doing that to demonstrate that the mother herself must have had something to hide. Isn’t that correct, Mr.

Goldman?’

“I stood there, speechless. There was no precedent for this. The judge had become the prosecutor, and I was the one he was after.

” ‘Isn’t that correct, Mr. Goldman,’ he asked again, his eyes still locked on mine.

“Astonished at what Jeffries had done, Goldman had difficulty getting the words out. ‘Yes, your honor,’ he said finally.

” ‘Objection, your honor,’ I said, forcing myself into an even-tempered voice.

“He thought I was repeating the same one. ‘I’ve already ruled,’

he said, turning away.

” ‘I’m objecting to the comment of the court. It was gratuitous, and irrelevant, and completely prejudicial. I ask that the court withdraw it and instruct the jury to ignore it.’

” ‘You what!’ he blustered. Then, aware that a packed courtroom was watching, he stopped himself before he said or did something he might later regret. ‘You made an objection, Mr. Antonelli.

I ruled on it. You made it again. I gave you the reasons for my ruling.’

” ‘The reasons for your ruling, your honor?’ I shot back. ‘Or the reasons why you think the jury should convict?’

“He was livid. It was written all over him. But we were now on a public stage.

” ‘I hope you’re not questioning the integrity of this court, Mr.

Antonelli,’ he said, with an ominous glance.

” ‘Far be it from me, your honor,’ I replied with a quick, ag-gravating smile, ‘to deprive anyone of the right to hope.’

“If he had had a gun, I think he would have killed me. Instead, all he could do was try to ignore it. He shook his head as if I wasn’t worth his trouble and invited Goldman to continue his examination of the witness.

“When it was my turn, I attacked. ‘You never saw your wife do anything with your son, did you?’ I asked before I was halfway out of my chair.

“He was unflappable. ‘No,’ he said without expression.

” ‘Your wife never admitted to you that she had ever done anything improper with your son, did she?’

” ‘No.’

” ‘You never saw or heard anything from anyone that led you to believe that anything improper was going on, did you?’

” ‘No.’

“I stood in front of the counsel table and let my gaze wander from the witness to the bench. ‘And despite what was suggested earlier, your wife, Janet Larkin, never said or did anything that made you think she had any suspicions at all about what you were doing with your daughter, did she?’

“His head down, Jeffries pretended to be busy, though he knew full well that my eye was on him and not the witness.

” ‘So any suggestions about what your wife must have known, about what your wife must have been hiding, are nothing more than speculation. Isn’t that right?’

“Jeffries snapped his head up, an angry expression on his face.

Before he could say anything, I took a step toward the witness and asked, ‘Isn’t it true, Mr. Larkin, that your son never said anything about any of this until he came to live with you?’

“He started to answer, but I talked right over him as I moved another step closer. ‘And isn’t it true, Mr. Larkin, that your daughter isn’t the only child of yours with whom you wanted to have a sexual relationship?’

“Jeffries raised his gavel; Goldman shot out of his chair; the noise from the crowd was deafening. I never heard what Goldman said or the sound the gavel must have made. The jurors, who by hearing it so often had almost forgotten what Larkin had done with his daughter, were stunned by the enormity of what they had now been told he had wanted to do with his son. The only one who seemed unaffected by what I had charged was Edward Larkin himself. He sat on the witness chair, hands folded together, waiting impassively, as if all this commotion had nothing to do with him.

“Jeffries did not know any better than I did the objection Goldman had made. It did not matter. Over the dying tumult, he struck his gavel and shouted, ‘Sustained.’

” ‘Do you deny that you told your daughter that you had fantasies about your son?’ I asked so rapidly one word ran into the other.

” ‘Objection.’ Goldman was on his feet again, waving his arms like someone trying to stop a train.

” ‘Sustained,’ Jeffries ruled, beside himself.

” ‘Do you deny having fantasies—sexual fantasies—about your son?’

“Jeffries sustained the objection before Goldman could finish making it. I spun away from the witness. ‘Grounds?’ I demanded to know as if it was my right. For an instant, Jeffries was at a loss for words. He was not used to anyone, much less a young lawyer, talking back.

” ‘Relevance, your honor,’ Goldman managed to interject.

” ‘But it is relevant, your honor. It goes to the credibility of the witness.’

“Glowering, Jeffries told me to move on to something else.

‘The objection has been sustained.’

” ‘Tell me, Mr. Larkin,’ I said, turning back to the witness, ‘when you testified that your son told you that his mother had forced him to have sexual intercourse with her, did he explain why he had never said a word of this until he started living with you?’

“Larkin shook his head. ‘It only came out after he started therapy.’

” ‘Then tell us this, Mr. Larkin. Until your son told this story, you never once suspected anything like this was going on, did you?’

” ‘No, I didn’t.’

” ‘And wouldn’t you of all people have been alert to any sign that something like this was going on?’

“Goldman objected, and Goldman’s objections now practically sustained themselves. Without so much as a glance in Jeffries’s direction, I waved my hand, as if to signal how boring they had both become, and asked the next question.

“If I could pick a moment when my life changed, this was it.

I don’t mean the next question I asked. I’m not sure I even remember what it was. I mean this time, this point in the trial, when without quite realizing it I had taken that one decisive step that decides forever who you are. Everything up until then had been training, instinct, the combination of things that lets you react, lets you adjust to everything that is going on around you.

I had been practicing for about three years, and I was good at it—at least I had thought I was. I hardly ever lost, and that was the way everyone else seemed to measure things—did you win or did you lose. But now, really for the first time, I knew what I was doing. I was conscious of myself, of the effect I had, of the way everyone else involved in that trial was reacting to me. It was not ego, though I’m sure there was plenty of that; it was something more. I could not have explained it then, and I probably can’t explain it now, but I understood what everyone was doing and why. I understood the reason for things. I learned to trust myself in that trial and not care what anyone else might think.

It was either that, or let Jeffries help the prosecution convict a woman who had never done anything wrong of the worst crime with which any mother could ever be charged.

“Finally finished with Edward Larkin, the prosecution called the boy’s psychologist, who had believed and reported what he had been told. Then they called the police officer who had reported, and claimed to believe, what the boy had said.

” ‘How old are you?’ I asked the officer on cross.

” ‘Thirty-eight,’ he answered.

” ‘And are you married?’

“When he said he was, I asked if he had children. He had three and was obviously quite proud of it. I picked up my copy of his report off the table and turned to the page I wanted. ‘You wrote this?’ I held it up at arm’s length, a bewildered smile on my face.

“He was not sure where I was going. ‘Yes,’ he answered.

“I looked at him a moment longer, as if I was not sure whether I should believe him. ‘I see,’ I said, as I brought the document close enough to be read. After a few moments, I looked up. ‘You wrote this part? “According to the boy, the sexual intercourse with his mother usually lasted one and a half to two hours.” ‘ I lifted my hands, and shrugged. ‘Between one and a half and two hours?’ I asked skeptically.

“He seemed not to understand the question. ‘Didn’t it strike you as—what shall we say?—unusual?’

” ‘That’s what the boy said,’ the officer replied as if that had been my question.

“I looked at the jury and let my gaze settle for a moment on each of the men. ‘Between one and a half and two hours.’ I repeated the phrase like an awestruck spectator.

” ‘Do you have a question, Mr. Antonelli?’ Jeffries snarled.

” ‘Oh, I think I do, your honor,’ I said cheerfully as I walked back to the counsel table. ‘But not of this witness.’

“It was an amazing thing, the way everyone had been drawn into that boy’s story. All of us understand how something like a rape can take place. We can understand how someone, driven by the same impulses and desires that drive us all, can become so twisted, so violent, that he attacks a woman. It is much more difficult to understand how anyone can attack a child, and next to impossible to imagine how a mother could do anything like this to her own son. And that, I’m convinced, is what gave his story a strange kind of credibility. It was so utterly bizarre, so far beyond the range of anyone’s experience, everyone was afraid to express any doubt about what the boy had said. The only way they could distance themselves from an act so completely obscene was to denounce it, and the only way they could do that was to believe that it had really happened.

“The boy was the prosecution’s star witness, and from the moment he took the stand, Spencer Goldman treated him like a victim. And Goldman believed it, believed it with a passion. He looked upon himself as the boy’s protector. When I asked for the chance to interview my client’s son before trial, Goldman turned me down flat. ‘He doesn’t want to talk to you,’ he told me as if I was the one who had been accused of abuse.

“Gerald Larkin was poised—too poised—for his age. He sat straight, with his hands in his lap and his legs close together. He waited for each question Goldman asked, and then, without a moment’s pause, produced his answers, answers that were direct, to the point, not a word out of place. And each time he did it, he looked at the jury. He described the ways his mother had aroused him in bed the way any other child might have described what he had done at camp. We are supposed to like children, but I did not like him. I had believed his mother nearly from the moment I met her; I knew he was lying with the first answer he gave. All he was asked was to state his name and spell his last for the record. The way he did it told me everything I needed to know. Here he was, a child claiming that his own mother had sexually abused him, not once, not twice, but on numberless occasions over a number of years, and he walked into court like he owned the place. A child who has been sexually abused does not like to talk about it, and he will never look you in the eye when he does. Gerald Larkin was like an actor taking center stage.

“On cross, I asked him if he remembered talking to the officer and whether everything he had said to him was true. He looked me right in the eye and said it was.

” ‘You say that the first time this happened you were living in the house on Roanoke Avenue. Is that right?’

“He was never hesitant. ‘Yes.’

” ‘I see.’ Stroking my chin, I stared down at the floor. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked, lifting my eyes. ‘Absolutely sure?’

” ‘Yes.’

” ‘Your family moved from that house to the one over on Ar-lington Street, right?’

” ‘Yes.’

” ‘That happened when you were just starting the first grade, when you were seven years old, correct?’

“He did not grasp the significance of this. ‘Yes,’ he replied.

” ‘So you’re telling us that you were seven years old when you began to have sexual intercourse with your mother. Is that what you’re telling us?’

“His gaze never wavered. ‘Yes.’

” ‘And it went on until you moved out of the house with your mother and sister and into the apartment with your father. Is that what you’re telling us?’

” ‘Yes.’

“I was standing a few feet in front of him. Turning away, I walked over to the jury box and put my hands on the railing.

‘And you told the officer that each time this happened, it lasted for one and a half to two hours, didn’t you?’ One by one I looked into the eyes of the jurors. ‘And did it always last that long—

one and a half to two hours—right from the beginning?’

” ‘Yes,’ I heard him answer.

” ‘When you were seven years old,’ I added, searching the last juror’s eyes.

“I went back to my chair and sat down next to the boy’s mother.

He could look me in the eye, and he could look the prosecutor in the eye; he could even look at all twelve adults in the jury box when he answered a question; but he would not, and I dare say could not, look at her.

“Shoving the chair back from the table, I bent forward, my elbows on my knees, and looked up at him. ‘What is it you really want?’ For the first time, he hesitated, and in that moment, watching his eyes, I saw a glimmer of doubt, as if he now realized that things might not work out the way he had thought they would.

‘When your father left,’ I asked, more sympathetically, ‘did he tell you that one day things would be like they were before?’

“He looked down at his hands. ‘Yes.’

” ‘When your father left, they told you it was because of things he had done with your sister?’ He did not answer, he just nodded. ‘What you’d really like, more than anything, is for everyone to be back together, and for everything to be like it was, isn’t that right?’

“He raised his head high enough to see me. ‘Yes.’

” ‘Is that the reason you said these things about your mother, because if there wasn’t any difference between them, if everyone thought they had both done the same thing, your father could come home again?’

“I thought for a moment he was going to answer. I think he wanted to. But things had gone too far, and whether because he thought it would be a betrayal of his father, or the simple fear of what might happen to him if he did, he could not bring himself to admit the lie.”

 


Four

_______

Why didn’t it end right there?” Asa Bartram inquired. Meditating on his own question, he furrowed his brow, a troubled look in his pale blue eyes. “You must have made the motion.

It’s almost always denied, but still, in a case like that, after what the boy said …” His voice trailed off as another thought came to mind. “Calvin denied it, didn’t he? But why?” An instant after he asked, his eyes flashed and he began to nod his head. “He thought there was still a chance you could lose, didn’t he?”

Asa knew his old friend well, and he was right. The boy could have admitted on the stand he had made the whole thing up and Jeffries would still have denied a motion for acquittal at the end of the prosecution’s case. But that was not what happened.

“I didn’t make the motion,” I admitted.

Asa thought I was making a joke. “Everybody makes that motion. You have to make that motion.”

“Ineffective assistance of counsel,” Jonah Micronitis observed, as if he had actually spent time in a courtroom.

Harper Bryce was laughing to himself. “And then the defendant—if she lost—would get a new trial.”

With a blank expression, Micronitis stared at Bryce and then looked at Asa for an explanation.

Asa appraised me with a shrewd eye. “Is that the reason you didn’t make the motion?”

I wanted to say that it was, but at the time I was not thinking that far ahead. The only thought in my mind then was simple defiance.

“As soon as the prosecution rested its case, I was on my feet, calling the first witness for the defense.

” ‘Mr. Antonelli,’ Jeffries interjected. ‘Isn’t there something you wish to take up with the court first?’

“It had become a war between us, and I was not about to give him the satisfaction of ruling against me again. ‘No, your honor, there is not,’ I replied. At that moment, all I could think about was getting Janet Larkin onto the witness stand. She had waited a long time for the chance to reply directly to the awful things that had been said about her and the terrible thing she was accused of doing. She deserved to have it.

“That was the only thing I knew I could do for her, give her that chance. Even after all these years, I don’t think I ever had a case where anyone was put in a worse position. In a lot of ways, it is easier to be convicted of something than just accused of it.

If the truth be told, it was easier to be Edward Larkin than Janet Larkin. He did something, he admitted it, and it became a tangible fact, something to be dealt with, something that gave a sort of definition to everything else. She was accused, and there was nothing she could do. She was helpless, impotent. Guilt clings to no one the way it does to the innocent. Imagine the shock of it. If you did something, something wrong, and you are caught, there is no surprise when you hear yourself accused. But when you did not do it, when you never would have thought about doing it, it eats you alive. You feel guilty. You think everyone who looks at you, everyone you pass on the street, is thinking of nothing else but this thing you supposedly did. The whole world is watching you, convinced you did it. Your friends—the ones who still come around—tell you they believe you, but you’re not sure they really do; you’re not sure they don’t look upon themselves as victims, caught between their obligation to you and the embarrassment they start to feel every time they come near you.

No one believes you, and you begin to wonder whether you should believe yourself. Could you have done this thing, and then, because it was such an awful thing to do, blacked it out as if it had never happened? You don’t really believe that, but you have to admit that, impossible as it seems, it could conceivably be true.

Does anyone really know when they first begin to go mad?

“Janet Larkin had been living with thoughts like these for nearly a year. It was a miracle that she had any sanity left. When I called her name as the first witness for the defense, she had the look of someone not quite awake, not quite certain that this was not still part of a bad dream.

“She did everything wrong. When she answered a question, she looked at me instead of at the jury. When she denied that she had ever done anything improper with her son, she spoke in a timid, quiet voice that instead of carrying the kind of outrage you might expect from someone wrongfully accused, made her sound as if she herself was not quite sure.

“At first, she would not answer the question. I had to put it to her directly. ‘Mrs. Larkin, did you at any time have sexual intercourse or sexual relations of any kind with your son, Gerald Larkin?’

“The courtroom was mobbed. The benches were crowded tight.

Without objection from Jeffries, those who could not find a seat had been allowed to stand along the wall at the back. All those eyes staring at her frightened her, and from the moment she took the stand she refused to look anywhere except at me. Until, that is, I asked her that question. A look of utter hopelessness came into her eyes. Her shoulders sagged forward and she gazed down at her hands. She began to rub them together as if she was trying to wash them clean. It was only when I repeated the question that she stopped and looked up again.

” ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head back and forth. Her sad eyes were wide open. ‘I never hurt my children.’

“I had to remove any possible ambiguity. ‘You never had sexual intercourse with your son?’

“She bit her lip and a shudder passed through her. ‘No.’

“I took her back through all of it, what her husband had done to her daughter and when she had first learned about it. I had her describe what she did to help her daughter and how she tried to help her son.

” ‘He told me one day that he didn’t think his father should have to live alone. I told him he could visit, but he needed to live at home.’

” ‘After he made this accusation, he was taken out of your home and allowed to live with his father, correct?’

“We went on like that for hours, explaining everything that had happened until, finally, we were at the end of it, and I had only one question left to ask.

” ‘You think it’s your fault, don’t you? What happened to your daughter, and then what happened to your son to make him tell a story like this?’

“I do not know how much time or how many different days we had spent together, going over every detail of her married life, but we had never talked about this. Not once. I asked it now because suddenly it seemed the only question that made sense. She looked at me as if I had just betrayed a secret. Her mouth began to quiver and tears came into her eyes. She had to force herself to answer.

” ‘Yes, I do. I should have known,’ she said as she buried her face in her hands. ‘It’s my fault. I should have known.’

“Because he had believed the boy from the beginning, Spencer Goldman had no sympathy for the boy’s mother.

” ‘Are you trying to tell us that your husband was having sex with your daughter, that it went on for years right under your nose, and you knew nothing about it?’

“His manner was cold, caustic, and he threw questions at her so fast that she had barely started to answer one before he was shouting the next. Each time he did it, I objected, and each time I objected, Jeffries overruled it. We went back and forth, like pup-pets in a Punch and Judy show. ‘Objection.’ ‘Overruled.’ ‘Objection.’ ‘Overruled.’ Finally, I bounced up one last time and instead of objecting, said, ‘Perhaps your honor would like to lend Mr.

Goldman your gavel so he can save us the trouble of a trial and just beat a confession out of her?’

“You have never seen such a wrathful look. ‘Do you want to be held in contempt a second time?’

” ‘At least that would be a ruling we could both agree on, your honor,’ I replied with studied indifference.

“There was really nothing he could do. No matter what he said, he was not going to hold me in contempt and have me dragged out of the courtroom. We were too far along in the trial, and besides that, there were too many people watching. Jeffries abused his power too often not to understand that it was best done in private. His only reply, at least for the moment, was a withering glance just before he turned his attention back to the prosecution. ‘Please continue, Mr. Goldman.’

“I continued to object, not because I thought there was any chance that any of them would be sustained, but simply to give Janet Larkin time to collect herself. Goldman never could break her down. She answered every question and she told the truth.

That was all she had left. Her husband had taken everything else.

He had taken her daughter, and he had taken her son, and not just taken them, but in different ways stolen their innocence and destroyed them.

“Afraid of making a mistake, aware that hundreds of eyes were watching her, she formed each word of each answer with the deliberate care of a mother teaching a child the first letters of the alphabet. Goldman, always ready with the next question, could barely contain himself. When he tried to hurry her along, she ignored him; when he tried to interrupt, she went right on talking as if she had forgotten he was there. He kept after her, asking the same thing over and over again, trying to get her to admit what he knew she had done, or to change her testimony so he could use the inconsistency against her. He hurled questions at her with incredible ferocity. He would have stoned her to death if he had been able. It had no effect. She sat there like a glass-eyed automaton, going back to the beginning of the answer to repeat it all over again. Frustrated beyond measure, Goldman finally gave up.

” ‘You can deny it from now until kingdom come, Mrs. Larkin, but we both know you raped your son!’

“With the sound of that accusation ringing in the air, Goldman shot one more glance at the accused and then turned away.

” ‘The defense calls Amy Larkin,’ I announced before Goldman had reached his chair. Until the last minute, I did not know if Janet Larkin’s daughter would show up. She had said she might not. She knew how important it was to her mother’s defense—I had left her in no doubt on that score—but she had let me know it was her decision to make and that she was not going to be forced into anything. I had her served with a subpoena and it did not make any difference. If she decided she was not going to testify, there was nothing anyone could do about it. She was willful, but she was not defiant. She did not question the authority that could drag her in front of a judge and put her in jail for contempt. It was not that at all. She just was not going to do anything she did not want to do. Not anymore.

“I have not seen her since her mother’s trial, and I never tried to find out what happened to her after it was over. Perhaps I did not want to know. Perhaps I preferred the comfort of an illusion, the vague hope that somehow everything had turned out well.

All I know for sure is though she was wise beyond her years, it was not the kind of wisdom that was conducive to what we think of as happiness.

“It never occurred to me that I was doing anything wrong. She was a witness—a crucial witness as far as I was concerned—and she had to testify. If anyone had suggested that I was doing something as obscene as what her father had done, I would have dismissed it as the ignorant comment of someone who knew nothing about the conduct of a criminal trial. But they would have been right. All the unspeakable things that had been done to her had been done to her in private; they were a shameful secret that she had never been able to share with another human being. By confessing, her father had betrayed her twice. He had violated the primal obligation of a parent, and then told the world what he had done. Called to testify on behalf of her mother, she was compelled to tell hundreds of strangers what she had for years concealed from people she might have trusted with her life. What business did I have—what business did anyone have—doing that to her?

“I was not thinking of any of that then. All I cared about was that she was actually there, inside the courtroom, holding up her hand as she listened to the clerk recite the oath.

“She did not seem the least bit nervous, but how many witnesses ever do? They sit there with their hearts racing and their minds filled with a thousand fears, wondering if they will be able to open their mouths when it is time to answer and whether anything will come out if they do. But on the outside they look completely composed, as if this was something they do every day. We are all actors, wearing the mask we think the world wants to see.

“I led with the question that was at the heart of the prosecution’s case. ‘During the time it was going on, did your mother know you were having sex with your father?’

“She shook her head emphatically. ‘No. I’d never allow him in my room if my mother was still awake.’

“I was struck by her choice of words. ‘You wouldn’t allow him in your room?’

” ‘I made him promise me that she’d never find out. I didn’t want her to be hurt.’

“She was sixteen years old, and she talked like a woman who had been having an affair with her best friend’s husband.

” ‘How can you be sure that she didn’t find out?’

“She dismissed it out of hand. ‘She wouldn’t have kept something like that to herself. She would have done something.’

“I turned toward the jury. ‘The prosecutor claims she didn’t do anything about it because she was having the same kind of relationship with your brother your father was having with you.’

” ‘That’s a joke,’ she said. Her voice was filled with scorn. ‘Gerald and my mother! He’s just trying to get back at everyone.’

“Goldman was on his feet. ‘Objection. Move to strike.’

“Jeffries did not hesitate. ‘Sustained,’ he thundered. ‘The jury will disregard the witness’s last remark.’

“His voice was still echoing off the courtroom walls when I asked, ‘And did your brother ever once so much as suggest to you that something improper was going on with his mother?’

” ‘No, never. I told you. He’s just trying to get back at everyone.’

“Jeffries did not wait to hear the objection Goldman was rising to make. He leaned toward the witness stand. ‘Young lady, I know you’ve been through a lot. But your testimony has to be confined to things you saw or heard. You can’t speculate about what someone might or might not have been doing or why they may have said something. Do you understand?’ he asked firmly.

“She was not like any sixteen-year-old girl you’ve ever seen.

Age meant nothing to her. ‘I understand,’ she replied. ‘I’m not speculating about anything. Gerald told me he was going to get back at everyone.’

“There was a dead silence. His eyes still on her, Jeffries drew back, a scowl on his face. ‘Did it ever occur to you that he wanted to get “back at everyone,” as you put it, because of what was done to him?’

She did not back down. ‘Nothing was done to him,’ she insisted.

” ‘Do you have any more questions of this witness, Mr. Antonelli?’ Jeffries asked, eager to get her off his hands.

“Nodding, I gazed down at the floor, reluctant to begin the series of questions that I knew would be unlike anything anyone in that courtroom had ever heard, questions the answers to which might shatter the last illusions we had about who we were and what we could trust.

” ‘Amy, how old were you when your father first started to do things with you?’

” ‘Eleven,’ she replied without hesitation. ‘That’s when he started to touch me. I was twelve the first time we actually had intercourse.’

“She was sixteen years old, with hair that, depending on the light, looked brown or blond, and with just enough freckles on her face so that even in a dress she had the fresh-scrubbed look of a tomboy who could outrun any kid in her class.

” ‘When this first started,’ I asked, ‘why didn’t you tell your mother? Why didn’t you ask her to make him stop?’

” ‘He was my father,’ she explained. ‘He told me it was the way he could show me how much he loved me. He told me it had to be our secret.’

” ‘That wasn’t the only reason though, was it?’

“Her eyes were fixed on mine, and she did not open her mouth.

We had been over all of this before. We both knew what she was going to say. She kept looking at me, and then I realized what she was doing. She was waiting for me, waiting until she was sure I was ready. She had seen it the first time she told me, the stunned disbelief, the awkward embarrassment, and she did not want that to happen to me again. It had become second nature to treat adults like children. I smiled at her and repeated the question.

” ‘That wasn’t the only reason, was it?’

” ‘No. The real reason is that I didn’t want it to stop. I liked it. That’s what everyone forgets. Sex feels good.’

“It was so deathly quiet in that courtroom that I swear you could have heard a heartbeat if you had been able to take your eyes off this woman-child on the witness stand.

” ‘But despite that, there were times when you wanted it to stop, weren’t there?’

“She hesitated, and beneath that air of worldly self-confidence there was the first glimpse of doubt. No, not doubt, certainty. She knew that it was wrong, and she knew—or she thought she knew—she could have stopped it.

” ‘Yes,’ she said, looking down at her close-clipped schoolgirl hands. ‘Sometimes I’d ask him not to.’

“It was like trespassing on evil, asking those questions. I had the strange sensation of engaging in some utterly depraved private vice.

” ‘What would he do, when you asked him not to?’

“She lifted her head, a lost look in her eyes. ‘He’d leave.’

“We were in the dark, just the two of us, falling down a bottomless black hole. ‘What would happen then?’

” ‘He’d come back.’

” ‘And then?’

” ‘And then he’d sit on the edge of the bed and tell me that he knew I really wanted to, and that it was all right because a lot of people did the same thing; and he’d tell me that he really loved me and that there was nothing to worry about because it was always going to be our secret. And he’d tell me that he’d never do anything I didn’t want him to.’

” ‘And then?’

” ‘And then I’d do what he wanted.’

” ‘But only after he made you believe it was really what you wanted?’

” ‘Yes.’

” ‘You thought it was wrong?’

“With a gesture almost identical to the one her mother had used, she bit her lip and nodded. ‘Yes.’

” ‘But he told you it was all right?’

“Again she nodded. ‘Yes.’

“It was in some ways worse than murder, worse than what we normally think of as rape. He never took her by force; he did something far worse. He made her the accomplice of her own destruction. He made her think herself guilty of her own defile-ment. He taught her pleasure. That is how he stole her innocence.

He made her want what she believed only he could give her. He corrupted her, his own flesh and blood, and so far as I could tell, never gave it a second thought. All the therapy in the world was not going to change it. Everyone in that family was seeing a psychologist—two of them testified at the trial—but they knew nothing about what had really happened to that girl. They droned on forever about ‘dysfunctional relationships,’ and they described the coping mechanisms by which everyone could eventually learn how to adjust to what had happened, but they had nothing to say about the human soul or the evil of incest. Not one word.

There was madness in all of this; madness in what the father had done; madness in what these self-proclaimed experts in human behavior had done or rather failed to do. I am not a religious man, but I tell you without hesitation that you will find more wisdom in the book of Genesis than in all their scholarly texts.

The girl had been forced to eat of the tree of knowledge by her own father, forced to leave the Garden of Eden and the unquestioning innocence of childhood. Even worse, she was made to believe that it was her fault, that she was the one who had committed the original sin.

“She certainly believed that her knowledge of what her father really was made her responsible for what happened to her brother.

” ‘Did your father ever do or say anything that made you think he might do something to Gerald?’

” ‘He told me that sometimes he’d find himself getting aroused.’

” ‘By Gerald?’

” ‘Yes.’

” ‘And do you remember what you said to him about that?’

” ‘I told him if he ever did anything to Gerald, I’d tell mother what he’d been doing with me. He promised he never would.’

” ‘Did you believe him?’

“She did not answer, not directly. ‘I tried to take care of Gerald. I spent a lot of time with him. I took him places, even when my friends didn’t want to have a little kid along. I let him know every way I could that he could talk to me about anything he wanted, that I wasn’t just his sister, but his best friend. I told him that parents didn’t always understand what kids were going through.’

” ‘Did Gerald ever say anything that made you think he was doing what he now says he was doing with his mother?’

” ‘No, of course not. He told me everything, and he never said anything like this until …’

” ‘Until?’

“She rubbed the corner of her eye, and then, grasping the arms of the chair, sat straight up, her mouth pressed into a rigid straight line. ‘Until he went to live with my father.’ With a thin, bitter smile, she added, ‘My father is very good at seducing children and getting them to believe whatever he wants them to believe.’

Her eyes moved to her mother, sitting in the chair next to mine, as if she wanted to make sure she was all right. It was the look of a parent checking on a child.

“Goldman was no fool. Most of his cross-examination was short, to the point, and done with a show of reluctance.

” ‘After all the terrible things that have happened, it must be good to know you can count on your mother’s support.’

“She was too smart. She did not say anything. She watched him, waiting for a question.

“Goldman flashed an ingratiating smile. ‘You know what it’s like, don’t you? Not being able to tell anyone, even your own mother, about something that has been done to you?’

“He should have known better, but despite everything he had heard, he still thought he was dealing with someone too young, too inexperienced, to know that questions often have meanings beyond the things they ask.

” ‘I couldn’t tell my mother,’ she replied, fixing him with a withering stare, ‘because it would have hurt her beyond anything anyone could have done. But Gerald could have told me—would have told me—because why would he think it would hurt me?’

“Goldman did not take his eyes off her, but his whole body tensed as he felt himself come under the watchful scrutiny of everyone in the courtroom. He tried to bury her answer beneath another question, but she was too quick for him.

” ‘I watched out for him. Gerald knew I wouldn’t let anything happen to him. And nothing did—not until they let him go live with my father!’

“Goldman’s face was screwed up tighter than a drum. ‘You’d lie to protect your mother, wouldn’t you?’

“It’s the question that never works, and I’ve heard it a thousand times.

” ‘I don’t have to,’ Amy calmly answered.”

I stopped and looked around at the three men gathered at the table with me. Harper, who had been staring into his empty glass, glanced up. Micronitis tapped the crystal of his watch to remind Asa that they were already late. The old man paid no attention.

He took his hands, which had been folded together under his chin, and spread them open, large, soft, and pink, like the smooth surface of a baby’s belly.

“What happened then?” he asked in a quiet, sympathetic voice.

Micronitis pulled his sleeve down over his watch and sank back into his chair.

I could see it in my mind, feel it in my soul, all the pulse-pounding, heart-stopping rhetoric I threw at that jury of strangers, all those years ago, when I stopped doing the things that were expected and started doing what something deep inside my own conscience told me to do.

“I quoted Euripides,” I said out loud, surprised when I heard myself say it. “During closing.”

Micronitis blinked and then moved forward, resting his elbows on the table. The sullen worried look on his face was replaced with an expression of immediate interest.

“What was the quote?” he asked, an eager, expectant smile on his small, pinched mouth.

I remembered not only the quote, but whole sections of a closing argument that had taken nearly two hours. I had worked on it for days, written it out longhand, written it and rewritten it, read it over so often that it echoed in my brain when I tried to sleep; I read it and rehearsed it so many times that it lost all familiarity and began to seem like something I had never seen before. I was certain I would not remember a word of it when I stood up to give it, and determined that even if that happened I would not read anything from the written page, not in front of a jury and a crowded courtroom. No, this had to appear sponta-neous, something I believed in so much that the words came of their own accord. In a real sense, they did. When I began to talk to that jury I forgot all about what I had written, rehearsed, and tried to remember. I forgot it all, and did not forget a word. I had learned it so well that it had become a part of me, something that had gone deeper than my conscious mind. It now had all the force of passion.

The passion was gone, and only the words were left. To repeat them now, without the fire, without the righteous belief in what they meant, seemed awkward and even embarrassing.

Asa saw my hesitation. “Go ahead,” he urged. “You’ll be the only one who might laugh.”

” ‘Oh where is the noble fear of modesty, or the strength of virtue, now that blasphemy is in power and men have put justice behind them, and there is no law but lawlessness and none join—’ “

Micronitis finished it for me. ” ‘And none join in fear of the Gods.’  Iphigeneia at Aulis.  You really said that in court?” he asked, looking at me with a new respect.

Dragging his finger back and forth across his lower lip, Asa studied me for a moment. “That was Antonelli’s secret,” he said, with that same shrewd look in his pale blue eyes. There was a wistful tone in his voice, the nostalgia of regret. “Lawyers make the mistake of thinking they have to explain everything to jurors in the simplest possible terms. So they talk down to them, like they’re children. Antonelli always talked to them like there was at least one person on the jury who knew more about the case than he did. He talked to them the way you would talk if you were standing in front of the twelve most serious-minded people on the face of the planet. That’s why you always won, isn’t it? Because you understood that people don’t have to be smart themselves to recognize intelligence.”

I shook my head and shrugged, as if it were something about which I had never given a thought.

“I think Jeffries probably had a different interpretation.”

Asa was too old, and too clear-sighted, to indulge in a lie, even the kind we pass off in polite conversation as a concern for the feelings of other people.

“He thought you were a dangerous person, that you could persuade jurors to do things they shouldn’t, that you corrupted the system.”

Harper Bryce’s eyes widened as he looked at Asa and then at me. “How many times did you try cases in front of him?” he asked.

Asa answered for me. “Just that one time. The Larkin case.”

He turned back to me. “How long was the jury out?”

“Twenty-five minutes.”

Harper’s stomach knocked against the edge of the table as he laughed. “No wonder he thought you corrupted the system. But why was that the only time you ever tried a case in his courtroom?”

Asa had known Jeffries most of his life, and he had known me through my whole career. The story had become as much his as mine.

“It was the case that made Antonelli famous, and part of it was because of what Calvin had done. He threw him in jail for contempt; he took the side of the prosecution every time there was an objection. You heard what he said to the girl when she testified—about how if her brother wanted to get back at people it was because of what his mother had done. About the only thing he didn’t do was tell the jury they were supposed to convict. Calvin had gone too far. It might not have mattered if Antonelli had lost, but Antonelli won, and that made it look like Calvin had lost. That was one thing Calvin could never forgive.

He always had to win. Antonelli would have been a fool to try another case in front of him.”

Shoving back from the table, Asa stood up. “Well, he’s gone now,” he said. “He had a brilliant mind, one of the best legal minds I’ve ever encountered. It’s too bad he didn’t have more use for other people.” He glanced at his watch. “Why didn’t you tell me it was getting so late?” he asked, darting a glance at Micronitis before he looked back at me and winked.

After he was gone, Harper bent closer, a wry expression on his face. “Maybe that explains why Jeffries hated you, but why do you still hate him? He threw you in jail for a couple of days, but he was doing you a favor. That’s all anyone talked about, how you showed up in court right from the county jail, looking like some wino off the streets, and asked the same damn question all over again. You became a legend because of what he did. And even if you weren’t as smart as I think you are, it happened too many years ago to still carry a grudge.”

He watched me for a moment before he said, “It wasn’t the Larkin case at all, was it? There was something else, some other reason why you can’t stop hating him, even now, after he’s dead.”

 


Five

_______

As soon as I saw her leading the funeral party out of the church, her face hidden behind the widow’s black veil, I knew I had to see him. I had always meant to. God knows, I had thought about it often enough, especially when it first happened, when everything fell apart, but there always seemed to be something else I had to do, another case, another trial, something that got in the way. I kept promising myself I would do it, and after a while the promise itself became enough to assure me of my own good intentions. Finally, I managed to put it out of my mind altogether, but then, every so often, I would hear a name that reminded me of his and would convince myself again that this time I would really do it.

If I did not do it now, I never would. It was not just because Jeffries was dead and that Elliott Winston had once been married to his widow. If I did not see him now I would never get over my own sense of guilt, the feeling that what happened to him was in some measure my fault. It was not really my fault, of course; I had nothing to do with it, at least not directly. But I still blamed myself for not seeing what was going on before it was too late. I knew better than almost anyone what Calvin Jeffries was capable of doing.

I think I liked Elliott Winston because he reminded me of the way I had been at the beginning, when I was young, and enthu-siastic, and convinced of the importance of what I was doing. I suppose that is not quite true. I had only looked innocent: Elliott really was. Maybe that is why I liked him so much: He reminded me of something I wished I had been.

No one wanted to hire him, at least no one in the firm of which I was then one of the senior partners. There was nothing personal about it. Elliott had clerked for me the summer before his last year of law school. Everyone liked him, and everyone thought he would become a very good lawyer, but Elliott had not gone to one of the nation’s best law schools, and that, for most of the twelve partners who had gathered in the conference room, was an insurmountable objection.

“Elliott Winston wants to be a criminal defense lawyer,” I tried to explain. “That’s what I do, and I’ve never once had a client—

or a judge, for that matter—ask me where I went to law school.”

“You went to Harvard,” one of the partners remarked.

“And when I graduated I knew less about practicing law than anyone who went to night school. I certainly knew less than Elliott.”

“Perhaps,” the partner replied, furrowing his brow, “but Harvard trained you to think like a lawyer.”

I looked at him, a wry smile on my face. “Which side of this argument are you on?”

No one thought it funny. They had all gone to the best schools, and they had all graduated in the top tenth, or the top fifth, or in the top two or three of their class. It was who they were, part of a hierarchy, a legal aristocracy bent on preserving its identity by a rigid policy of exclusion.

Pointing at the stack of resumes on the table, I challenged them. “Find me one person in there who will be a better lawyer—

a better criminal defense lawyer—than Elliott Winston.”

“There isn’t one person there who did not graduate from one of the top law schools in the country.”

“That wasn’t my question,” I insisted.

“We have a reputation to maintain,” another partner objected.

I wanted to say, “A reputation as a place where everyone sits around telling each other how great they were before they were admitted to the bar!” I seized instead on what he had said and pretended to agree.

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do, maintain the reputation of the firm as the place everyone wants to go because we hire only the best. I think I know something about what it takes to be a criminal defense lawyer. I’ve been through all those resumes,”

I said, nodding toward the stack. “They’re very impressive, but there isn’t one of them I’d take ahead of this kid. I know him. I know what he can do. He worked for me. He’s the best clerk I ever had. He put in longer hours, had more initiative, more energy, and more imagination—more of the things that can’t be taught in a classroom—than most of the associates we already have.”

I was at my persuasive best, and it had no effect whatsoever.

Elliott Winston had not gone to Harvard or Yale, or Stanford or Michigan, or any of the other places whose prestige would apparently be threatened by his presence. On the vote, he was rejected ten to one. Michael Ryan, who had started the firm and built it from nothing, had not said a word and did not vote. Fidgeting constantly with his hands, always grinding his teeth, Ryan watched everything with a kind of malevolent stare.

“We brought Antonelli into the firm because we needed someone who could do criminal law. He wants to hire Winston as an associate. I think it should be his call.” His eyes darted down first one side of the table, then the other. “Anybody disagree?” No one looked back at him. “All right, then. Elliott is hired. Let’s move on to something else.” Every partner had a vote; Ryan had the only one that counted.

Elliott could not believe it. After I told him a second time, he made me repeat it again just to be sure.

“I didn’t think I had a chance,” he cried. “They never hire anyone who didn’t go to one of the best law schools in the country. Wait till I tell my wife!” he exclaimed before he hung up the telephone.

At the time I doubt I even noticed that his reaction seemed to prove me wrong and the other partners right. There were people impressed with where they had gone to law school. But then, Elliott was young, and one of the hazards of youth is to be impressed with all the wrong things for all the wrong reasons.

Though they never came out and admitted they had been wrong, there was not one among the partners who had voted against him who would not, six months later, have voted for him.

Of all the associates we hired that year, Elliott was everyone’s favorite. He made them all feel important. There was nothing disin-genuous about it. He thought they were important. They had gone to the great law schools in the country; he had never spent more than two days at a time outside the state. Whenever he had the chance, he asked them what it had been like, going to a place he had only dreamed about. For all their sanctimonious insistence that the best lawyers were the ones who kept their clients out of court and their own names out of the newspapers, the only thing they liked more than talking about themselves was having an audience that listened to every word as if it were the revelations of a prophet. When we gathered in the conference room to make the final decisions on the next year’s crop of associates, there was a great deal of grumbling about the failure of the hiring committee to find any more like Elliott Winston.

I never saw anyone work harder. He was always the first one there in the morning and almost always the last one there at night. If I came in on a weekend, I usually found him in the law library, his feet stretched out over the arm of the chair next to him, a thick volume of the  Oregon Reporter  open in his lap. He did anything you asked, whether it was to run down the street to file a motion with the court clerk or research the latest opinion of the United States Supreme Court, and he did it with such cheerful eagerness he made you think you had done him a favor.

In a way I suppose it must have seemed to him as if we had.

For all the incredibly long hours he put in, they were not any longer, and they were certainly more interesting, than what he had done working the night shift in a warehouse while he was going to law school during the day. With a wife and two small children it was the only way he could go at all. It would have been better for him, better for his children, better even for her, if he had never tried, or, if he had to try, had given it up as more than he could do. How easy it is to say that now, as if anyone could have known what was going to happen.

I still don’t know why it happened. There was nothing inevitable, nothing preordained about it. He might have spent an entire career and except for an occasional courtroom appearance never become acquainted with Calvin Jeffries. He would not have met him at all had it not been for his wife.

Sometimes on a Saturday, when he knew there would not be anyone around, Elliott would bring his two children with him to the office. The boy was then about five and his sister four. They were remarkably well behaved. They would sit at the conference table, drawing on the back of the discarded pleading paper their father had pulled out of the bins, keeping perfect silence while he studied the advance sheets on the latest appellate court decisions. The first time I saw them there, he explained that their mother, a nurse, had sometimes to work on weekends. I learned later that she was employed at a small hospital in Gresham, just east of Portland. The administrator was one of Calvin Jeffries’s few close friends.

That is how it all started, how they all met, how the circle of those three lives came to intersect. That was all I knew, and I only knew that because Elliott mentioned one Monday that he had had dinner with “Judge Jeffries” that weekend. He must have seen the look of confusion in my eyes. “My wife knows him. Not very well,” he added. “He comes by the hospital once in a while.

The head administrator is a good friend of his.”

I was curious. “So he invited you to dinner?”

“No, not quite like that. The administrator—Byron Adams is his name—invited us. There were maybe ten people. He told Jean he thought I might enjoy meeting the judge.” He thought it had been an uncommonly thoughtful thing to do.

“And did you?”

“Did I what?” he asked, a blank look on his face.

“Enjoy meeting Jeffries?”

“He was great,” he replied, gushing with enthusiasm. “He told me anytime I had a question I should just drop by. Anytime, he said.”

The smile on his face dissolved. He hesitated, as if he was not sure he should say what a moment before he had been eager to share. I was certain from his expression that it was something Jeffries had said about me. “Go ahead,” I told him. “It’s all right. I don’t mind.”

“He told me about the time he had to throw you in jail for contempt.”

The way he said it made it sound like a schoolyard prank, something that was worth all the trouble it got you into as a kid because it was such a great story to tell when you were all grown up.

“Is that what he said? He  had  to throw me in jail for contempt?”

Elliott was too glad that he had not done anything wrong in telling me what Jeffries had said to pay any attention to the tone with which I had said it.

“Did he tell you about the trial?” I asked.

“No,” he replied. “What kind of trial was it?”

I started to tell him, then thought better of it. Why should he have to take sides in a war that had nothing to do with him?

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, dismissing it as something of no importance.

As he turned to go, I heard myself say, “Be careful around Jeffries.” He glanced at me over his shoulder, expecting an explanation. I just shook my head.

“Be careful.” What could that have meant to him, young, ide-alistic, a lawyer who believed he could help people, thrown together with a legendary judge who had taken a personal interest in him. First a firm that never took anyone who was not from one of the best schools, now a judge who would not give the time of day to the best known attorneys in the city. Elliott Winston was on top of the world. He was indestructible and all I could think to say was “be careful.” He must have thought I was out of my mind.

He might have been right. He worked hard, as hard as any associate I had ever seen, but he also had a life outside the law.

He had two healthy, gorgeous children and a beautiful wife, and his career was off to a better start than he could ever have imagined. I was not married, had never had children, and while I knew hundreds of people I could think of only two or three I really regarded as friends. Surrounded by the anonymous faces of courtroom crowds, I spent my days doing everything I could to become the closest acquaintance of the twelve new strangers that made up the next jury I had to persuade. I went home each night to an empty house and only on rare occasions thought there was anything wrong. Young and affable, bright and decently ambitious, Elliott Winston was living the American dream, while I lived alone, still searching for something I could never quite define. Had I known that one of us would one day find himself making this drive, I would have thought it much more likely to be he.

Elliott would not have waited nearly so long to do it. He always moved quickly, without hesitation, without any of those second, qualifying thoughts that cowards call prudence and use to excuse their failure to act at all. It was one of the advantages of having lived a blameless life. He never had to question his own motives or examine his own conscience. He could do whatever he decided to do and know that he was doing the right thing.

Perhaps it was more likely after all that, as between the two of us, I would be going to see him instead of the other way around.

I had meant it when I promised myself I would go to see him, but my calendar was full. There was a trial that lasted a full week instead of the three days for which it had been scheduled. There was a brief to research and write on a complicated issue on which no two courts had been able to agree, and I had only a few days left to do it. There were a dozen trials I was supposed to be getting ready for, and a dozen more after that. There were a thousand things to do and no time in which to do them. I had a million reasons not to go and I kept inventing more. I was afraid of what I would find, afraid of what I would feel. I gave myself a deadline of the last day of March and tried to convince myself that waiting until then was an orderly way to proceed instead of just another excuse for delay. On the morning of the thirty-first, I got in my car and began the drive, telling myself that I could always change my mind and turn back.

It was the second week of spring and it was as cold as any day we had that winter. Slate gray clouds ran across an angry sky, fleeing in front of a towering black thunderhead. The rain began to fall, light at first, then a hard, relentless downpour. Then, suddenly, it stopped, and there was nothing, not a sound, not a breath of wind, only an eerie half-lit calm. A single quarter-inch piece of ice rattled off the windshield, then another one, and then another, and the hail hit like machine gun fire. Cars swerved across the freeway as drivers turned on their lights and put on their brakes, and some of them tried to pull off onto the shoulder. It was over in a matter of minutes. A shaft of sunlight broke through and gave a silky sheen to the wet surface of the road. Across the valley to the west, the lowlying hills of the coastal range were covered with clouds. Before I had driven another five miles, the sky had turned black again.

Half an hour later I turned off at the third Salem exit and stopped at the traffic light. Across the street, an old man with weathered skin squinted straight ahead as he shuffled toward the entrance of a pancake house. A step behind him, a plump woman with short, iron gray hair gestured with her hand, talking rapidly.

He held the door open for her, a blank expression on his face, nodding as she passed in front of him.

I drove through a section of small wood frame houses built in the 1950s and 1960s, single-story houses bunched close together, with green grass lawns in front and square fenced yards in back.

When they were new, children could ride their bicycles in the street and no one thought about locking their doors at night.

Now there was too much traffic and everyone locked everything they owned. Finally, I reached Center Street and found what I was looking for.

You did not need to know the date it was built; you knew as soon as you saw it that this was something out of the nineteenth century. There must have been a certain pride of construction when it was finished, a belief that something spectacular had been achieved. It is hard to imagine what old buildings looked like when they were new. Even when a fortune has been spent on their restoration, it is like seeing a very old woman dressed in expensive clothes: She may look elegant, but she will never look young. The photographs that were taken of it at the time are old themselves, grainy black and white shots of stone and marble and brick, an enormous public building rising up in the middle of a place where, as yet, scarcely anyone lived. And always and everywhere, the people whose pictures were taken, staring into the camera, somber, sullen, as if each of them carried in their souls the secret of their own damnation. You could see the same thing in courtrooms all over the state, old enlarged photographs showing the early settlers, with grim faces and dead eyes, standing near the covered wagons that had brought them across the prairies and over the mountains. The women look meaner than the men, and the men look demented; the children look as old as their parents, and their parents look like they have already died.

My imagination was too much at work. Everything here reminded me of death, or things worse than death. Lining the street, large leafless elms, grotesque black shadows set against a hard leaden sky, looked as if they had been torn out of the earth and set upside down so their roots would wither and die in the harsh arctic air. But more than anything else, it was the building itself that gave me this awful sense of emptiness and despair, this sense that nothing had any meaning. It ran along the edge of the street, not more than twenty feet away, for the equivalent of two city blocks, a three-story brick fortress with a metal roof joined together with pinched, overlapping seams, like the old buildings of Paris. The yellow paint had in places faded white and in others peeled away, leaving behind bare bricks bruised with splotches of brownish purple covered with moss and mold. Supported by heavy three-sided braces, rotting wooden eaves extended the roof out over the walls. In vertical rows, narrow windows, some of them six feet tall and not more than a foot and a half wide, let in the outside light through a dozen small wood-framed glass panes.

At the far end, below a grass-covered knoll, I turned into the long circular drive. There were two street signs at the entrance, one for each of the narrow paved roads that bridged off from one another. Bluebird Lane and Blue Jay Lane. At the top, a third road led down the other side, through a cluster of tall firs, past two tennis courts laid out end to end and separated by a rusting chain link fence. The nets were frayed and one of them sagged to within a foot of the playing surface. Large puddles of water had collected in the hollows of the cracked cement. The road, little more than a pathway, disappeared into another clump of trees and came out a little farther on at a row of clapboard houses with dormer windows. The road was called Bobolink Way. I wondered who had given each of these small streets the name of a bird and what must have been going through their minds.

I parked at the top of the knoll in front of the entrance to the three-story brick building I had just come around. Unlike the rest of it, this part, which was four stories instead of three, had been newly painted, a vibrant yellow trimmed in harvest brown. At the top was a cupola with four false windows. Whether they had been painted over or whether there had always been wooden panels there instead of glass, I could not tell. The roof above the cupola was shaped into a narrow spike, and on top of that was a flagpole with a round orb on top. Freshly painted, the roof was already leaching rust.

Closing the car door, I took one last look up. A pigeon sat on top of the flagpole. Then, eager to get out of the weather, it flew off. For a moment I thought about getting back in the car and driving back home.

I stood in front of the steps, which were covered by an ornate iron canopy, and read the sign posted discreetly next to the entrance. Cascade Hall. It had a nice, northwestern ring about it.

I turned around and headed across the parking lot to the building on the other side, built, by the look of it, in the middle of the twentieth century when the only criterion for a public building was how much it was going to cost. This one, a brick rect-angle with square glass windows and linoleum floors, must have come in under budget. I checked to make sure I was in the right place. Siskiyou Hall. It was the administration building where I had my appointment.

As I started up the steps, I stumbled, a sharp pain in my leg.

I caught my balance and the pain vanished as quickly as it had come. It had been years since that leg had bothered me. It seemed a strange coincidence that it should happen now. I paused in front of the door and read the neatly painted letters. Even after all this time, it was still hard to believe that Elliott Winston was a patient in the Oregon State Hospital for the criminally insane.

 


Six

_______

Dr. Friedman was going to be a few minutes late. I sat down on a cushioned chair and thumbed through a computer magazine, glanced at the beginning of an article claiming that the printed page was about to become an anachronism, and tossed it aside, wondering if the editor had caught the irony. I heard a voice. “Mr. Antonelli?”

I turned around and found myself under the firm, clear-eyed gaze of a man in his early forties with thick brown hair and a round, perfectly symmetrical face. He was wearing a tweed sports jacket and had a clipboard tucked under his arm. After we shook hands, Dr. Friedman led me back to his office and gestured vaguely toward the two armless chairs in front of his government-issue metal desk. There were two steel bookcases, one on the wall next to where I sat and a smaller one that covered the wall below the window behind the desk.

“Dr. Friedman, I—”

He had begun to concentrate on the page on top of the clipboard. He looked up and, with a brisk smile, raised his hand. “I’ll be with you in just a minute,” he said as he went back to what he was reading.

I tried not to be angry and made a conscious effort to relax.

He flipped over one page and began reading the next. A moment later he went to the next one, and then, apparently satisfied with what he had seen, nodded twice and shoved the clipboard to the side. Leaning back in the swivel chair, he crossed his ankle over his knee and with his hands began to rotate a pencil he held in his lap.

“How can I help you, Mr. Antonelli? You’re here to see one of our patients, correct?”

“Elliott Winston.”

“Elliott. Yes, I know.” The pencil was going back and forth a quarter turn each way. His eyes, now that they were on me, never left.

“Is there a problem?” I asked, wondering why I had to see him before I could see Elliott.

“Why don’t you tell me?”

Friedman’s voice was a warm monotone, and it was starting to make me feel uneasy. And it was not just his voice. He was a trained observer, always looking for symptoms of abnormality, and whether he was aware of it or not, he was studying me with the same clinical detachment with which I imagined he regularly diagnosed the various forms of psychosis.

“I’m not sure it’s really a problem,” I remarked. I looked out the window over his shoulder. “But when I was very young I used to have two dreams every night. In one of them I killed my father; in the other I slept with my mother.” My eyes came back to him.

“But that’s just a normal part of growing up, isn’t it?”

For half a second he believed me, and even when he knew I was kidding, he was not quite prepared to laugh. It was my turn to study him.

“There’s something I’ve always wanted to ask.”

“Yes?” he replied carefully.

“You know that old line about if you speak to God, you’re okay, but if God speaks to you, you’re not?”

He hesitated, not sure where I might be going with this. “Yes,”

he said, dragging out the word.

“What about the person who decides he must be God, because every time he prays he finds he’s talking to himself?”

His eyebrows shot straight up. “That’s quite good. I’ll have to remember that one. But, after all, it amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it? Whether God talks to him or he thinks he’s God and he’s talking to himself. In both cases he’s clearly delusional.”

“Insane?”

He shrugged. “Yes, of course.”

“That leaves us with an interesting problem, doesn’t it? Either Moses lied when he claimed God gave him the tablets with the Ten Commandments written on them, or he was delusional—insane according to your diagnosis. The result of course is that the entire moral and legal framework of the western world either rests on a falsehood or is part of an insane delusion. Which do you think it is?”

“I shouldn’t like to think it was either, Mr. Antonelli,” he said in that practiced, well-modulated voice of his. “We’re talking about the kind of mental disease that affects normal people, ordinary human beings. We’re talking about the kind of thing that happened to Elliott Winston,” he added, trying to steer the conversation back to safer ground.

“Does Elliott talk to God?” I asked, curious.

Pursing his lips, Friedman narrowed his eyes and peered into the distance. Once again, he began to spin the pencil back and forth between his fingers.

“You mean, does God talk to him,” he said. His eyes came back around. “The answer is, I’m not quite sure I know. Sometimes he hears voices, all right, but whose voices … ?” The question hung in the silence, unanswered and, from the doubtful expression on his face, I assumed unanswerable.

A look of hopeful encouragement entered his eyes. “As long as he stays on his medication everything seems to be all right.”

He reached forward and grabbed a file from a metal holder on the front corner of the desk. Hunched over the open folder, he drew his index finger from the top to the bottom of the page and then, shaking his head, turned to the next one.

“When he first came here, they had him on some pretty dreadful stuff. Thorazine, mainly.” He closed the file. “Well, it was twelve years ago, and that’s what was available,” he tried to explain. “You have to remember, he was considered quite violent.

Not to put too fine a point on it, they kept him pretty well doped up. Have you ever seen anyone on heavy dosages of that stuff?”

he asked, a distasteful expression on his face. “They’re like zom-bies. They can barely function. I wouldn’t have done it, even if he were violent—and, by the way, I have my doubts about that.

I don’t have any doubt he was mentally ill—he still is—but since he’s been my patient—a little over three years now—I’ve not seen any evidence of a disposition toward violent behavior.

“He was initially diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic. That was the diagnosis made before he got here, when it was decided that he was suffering from a mental disease and was committed to the state hospital instead of being dealt with in the normal fashion by the criminal justice system. ‘Guilty, but insane.’ That is the operative phrase,” he started to explain. “Oh, I’m sorry,”

he quickly apologized. “You’re a lawyer, aren’t you? You probably know all about this sort of thing, don’t you?”

I remembered the man who sat next to me for a while that first night I was serving my sentence for contempt, the one who thought I was working undercover to help him because the voice in his head told him that was why I was there.

“I know a little about it,” I replied. I did not tell him what had happened to me in jail; I told him instead about what I had seen in court.

The rain had started to fall, a steady downpour of gray depression, streaking the window and twisting the view of the things seen through it into strange, monstrous shapes.

“I did commitment cases for a while. The standard was whether they were a danger to others or a danger to themselves. We would gather around a table, sometimes in a conference room, sometimes around the counsel table in the courtroom. Whoever was making the claim that there should be a commitment would give their reasons. And then, because the statute required two doctors, and because you could never find two physicians willing to spend an hour of their time for the small amount that was paid, there would usually be a young general practitioner and a psychologist.”

Friedman had retreated somewhere behind his eyes. He was listening to me the way someone listens to a radio or a television set in the background while they read the newspaper or carry on a conversation with someone else.

“What I learned right away,” I went on, gazing right at him,

“is that the doctors never asked the right questions.”

You could almost hear the slick, sliding sound of a single thin transparent film dropping away from the lenses of his eyes.

“So I decided I’d do it. My client said he heard three voices in his head all the time. That was all the doctors needed to hear.

The judge asked me if I had any questions. ‘These voices you hear. Do you know who they are?’ He looked at me, his face all lit up. ‘Yes,’ he said eagerly, grateful that someone had finally asked. ‘Linda Ronstadt, Roy Orbison, and Conway Twitty.’ “

I was back under Friedman’s clinical gaze. “That’s very amus-ing. But what difference did it make whose voices he heard? He was hearing voices, after all.”

“That’s what one of the doctors said. And then I pointed out to the doctor that while I couldn’t say I ever heard the other two, I heard Linda Ronstadt singing in my head fairly often and that I would frankly be surprised if he hadn’t heard the same thing. And to tell you the truth, depending on the song, there were times when I could not get her voice out of my head at all.

Even right now, sitting right here, if I concentrate, I can hear her. I mean, once it starts, you just can’t get ‘I’ve been cheated, been mistreated’ to stop, can you? Now, tell me, Dr. Friedman, am I going to get to see Elliott Winston or do I have to have myself committed and become a patient first?”

For a moment I thought he was going to take it under advisement. “No,” he said, blinking rapidly, a nervous smile rushing across his face. “Elliott wants to see you. That’s what concerns me.” He immediately qualified it. “Not concerns me, interests me.

You see, Mr. Antonelli, you’re the first visitor he’s ever had.”

He waited for my reaction. I had the feeling he was trying to find out whether I knew something about what had happened to Elliott before he was committed, something that would tell him more about his patient than he already knew.

With a civil smile I expressed a polite doubt. “He has children, parents, relatives, and a great many friends. Surely, some of them must have come to see him?”

Stroking his chin, he gave me a measured look. “I should have said you’re the first person he has allowed to come. Others have tried, though no one now for a long time. You’re the only one he wanted to see. He’s quite eager, actually. Why do you think that is?”

I turned the question back on Friedman. “What reason did he give?”

“He said you were a partner in the law firm where he worked, that you had given him the job, that for a long time he had thought he wanted to be just like you.” He paused. “I’m sure he meant what he said, but I’m also quite sure that that isn’t the real reason he wants to see you,” he added candidly. “There’s something else. Perhaps it’s the same reason you want to see him.”

He put it to me directly. “You’ve never come before, Mr. Antonelli. Why now?”

There was not a trace of reproval in his voice, no suggestion that I had done something wrong by waiting this long. It was simply a question put to me by someone who I understood was trying to help.

“I always wanted to,” I explained. “I always thought I should.

About a month after he first came here, I started to drive down.

I hadn’t called ahead. I just decided to come. Halfway here I changed my mind. I told myself I needed to make an appointment before I came, but that was just an excuse.”

He moved his head, just a slight turn to the right, enough to create the impression that while his left eye kept me under sur-veillance, his other eye was drawing back, as if there was something else it needed to see.

“I’ve always felt a certain responsibility for what happened.”

“For what happened?” His voice was calm, reassuring, full of reasonable encouragement.

“Yes. I saw it all happen, each step. But I didn’t understand what it meant, not until the end, when it was too late. I should have known. I should have done something before it ever got to that point, though I’m not sure, even now, what I could have done.”

Friedman did not say anything. He did not ask me to explain.

He sat there, watching, waiting for me to go on.

“Have you ever read Sallust?” When he did not answer, I explained: “One of the Roman historians.”

“Oh,” he replied, laughing softly, the willing admission of his ignorance. “But you must have. I’ve always envied people who read serious things. Perhaps someday. When there is more time.”

He smiled and waited.

“I had not read him either, not until about a year ago. And it reminded me, or rather it explained, because it described what I’m almost certain someone did to Elliott Winston. Sallust talks about what he calls the conversion of the zealous and the innocent to a criminal conspiracy. First, they have you tell an innocent lie, a white lie, something that can’t possibly hurt anyone and may even help someone. Then, they bring you around to more substantial lies. You had lied before, and after all, this is only a difference of degree.”

Friedman, the passive observer, was listening intently, caught up in the insidious logic of evil.

“Once they get you to tell lies like these, lies that have consequences, lies that if discovered can get you into trouble, serious trouble, then it is not so difficult to lead you into acts of violence. Not against anybody, you understand, but against somebody who has done something terribly wrong, an enemy, someone who is part of a conspiracy, a conspiracy directed at all the things you believe in. But then, after it’s been done, you discover that it was done to the wrong person, someone falsely accused. You’ve made a terrible mistake, and it has to be covered up. You have to protect your reputation, but you can’t do it alone. They tell you, these friends of yours who taught you how to lie, who convinced you to commit a violent act, that everyone makes mistakes.

They tell you, these friends of yours, that they’ll do everything that has to be done to make sure no one ever finds out what you did. After all, friends have to protect one another. Then, finally, when they do something you never would have dreamed of doing, something that was not the result of some tragic mistake, they come to you and remind you, these friends of yours, how they protected you when you needed them.”

Friedman stared at me. “Someone did that to him?”

“I think so. There was no violence. That came later, after he broke down. But before that, yes, I think so. I think he was taken, step by step, from one thing to the next, until he finally realized he had become someone he did not want to be and he did not know what to do about it.”

“Who would have done a thing like that? How could anyone have done a thing like that? He was a lawyer, after all. He must have known when he was being asked to do something that was wrong.”

How childlike, how trusting, we all are outside the narrow, limited range of our own experience! Dr. Friedman, the student of human behavior, actually believed that the law was a rigid system of unbreakable rules. I began to feel more confident in my own analysis.

“There was a judge,” I began to explain. “A much older man.”

Friedman nodded emphatically. “His parents were divorced when he was a very young child. He was raised by his mother.

He seldom saw his father. Elliott was always drawn to older men as sources of guidance, inspiration. He was drawn to you that way.

You were the older, successful attorney, the model of what he wanted to become. But not only that, of course. He needed someone he admired to give him encouragement and approval. He would have been dependent—extremely dependent—on anyone who could give him that. And a judge—yes, well, that is the source of the most important kind of approval for a lawyer, isn’t it?”

I thought he was wrong about the way Elliott viewed me and almost certain he was right about the way he had become attached to Jeffries.

“And you think this judge abused Elliott’s trust?”

It was a question only someone who had never known Calvin Jeffries could have asked.

“It’s like I told you, there were things that at the time did not seem like much.”

As I said this I began to doubt whether they would seem any more important now. Maybe I had read too much into them.

“A short time after they first became acquainted, Elliott missed a deadline. Or at least he was told he had missed a deadline. It seems odd. He was always very well organized. When you practice law,” I explained parenthetically, “there are time limits on everything. Ten days to file this, twenty days to respond to that, everything has a schedule, and if you fail to meet it the consequences can be lethal: You lose the motion, you pay costs to the other side, you lose the case. Elliott knew that. When he told me what had happened he looked like death itself. But when I saw him the next day, he had that embarrassed, grateful look of someone who has just been saved from his own stupidity. The judge, he informed me, had simply instructed his clerk to back-date the document. So far as anyone would ever know, Elliott had done everything right.”

Dr. Friedman rocked back and forth in his chair, pressing together the tips of his outstretched fingers. “The rules were relaxed because of who he was, because the relationship between them was more than just that of lawyer and judge. And the relationship was even closer now because they had done something together that they had to keep secret. I see. Yes.”

“A few months later, it happened again, or rather, it happened again and I knew it. I don’t know how often it may have happened in between. He was working on a motion, and he came into my office to talk to me about it. The issue was interesting, and the more we talked, the more I thought he was on to something, that he actually had a chance, if not to win at the trial court level, to take it up to the appellate courts and help make some new law. We talked for a couple of hours, and at the end he thanked me and told me I had given him some new ideas he wanted to pursue. I asked him when his brief was due. He told me it was due the next morning, but he thought he would work on it through the weekend and get it in on Monday. I must have looked alarmed, because he just laughed and assured me there was nothing to worry about. ‘They always give me a few more days, if I need them.’

” ‘But you can’t do that,’ I blurted out, angry that he could so blithely dismiss the obligation to follow the rules.

” ‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘It doesn’t hurt anyone.’ That was his answer, and I remember how struck I was, not so much by what he said, as by the almost cynical indifference with which he said it. It was as if the rules had been made for other people, people who did not know how things really worked, people, he seemed to believe, who could not be trusted to do the right thing on their own. There was something else—I still can’t quite put my finger on it—but something that told me that he thought I was one of those people, too.

“I didn’t see him quite so much after that. He was an associate in the firm, and I probably saw him several times every day, but we did not talk, not the way we had before. But if you had asked me at the time whether there had been any change in our relations, I probably would not have thought so. It was impercepti-ble, one of those things that happen and you don’t become aware of it until, suddenly, one day, you realize that everything has changed. And with Elliott, of course, there was no question of when that day came.”

Friedman knew what I meant, or thought he did. “The day of the shooting.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “The shooting happened later.

It would not have happened at all if any of us had had a whit of intelligence about us. Think of it. We see it all the time, but when it happens to one of our own, it’s the last thing we think of. Elliott was tired, overworked, and he had a breakdown, so of course it must have been stress. Give him some time off, get him into counseling; everything will be fine. No one wanted to be the first to say: Elliott Winston is insane and needs to be in a hospital.

“The twelve jurors on the case he was trying that day would not have hesitated to say so. He had just finished the direct examination of a witness for the defense. He sat down, scratching at something on the back of his wrist. As the prosecutor began to ask his first, preliminary question on cross, the scratching grew more rapid, more intense. Jurors started to look. Elliott was tearing at his skin, digging into it, drawing blood. A juror screamed and as everyone turned to look, Elliott shot out of his chair, stabbing the air with his hand, the fingernails glistening red with his own blood, shouting at his own witness, ‘You’re part of it, aren’t you? I saw the way you were looking at the prosecutor. I saw the two of you giving each other messages with your eyes!’ He wheeled around and began to challenge the jury. ‘And I’ve seen the way you look at him, and the way you look at each other!’ He turned to the judge, one of the most fair-minded men on the bench.

‘Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here! What’s the case number?’ he demanded.

“That stopped everyone cold. No one had any idea what he meant. ‘It’s the number of the year I was born,’ he announced as if it proved everything. ‘You’re in it, too, aren’t you?’

“A long time after it happened, months after the shooting in fact, I read the transcript, trying to figure out what had happened.

I could not believe it. The day before, he seemed as normal as anyone else.”

“That isn’t surprising,” Friedman assured me. “It’s a classic case.

Acute schizophrenia, the sudden onset of symptoms in a person who until that point appears to be functioning quite well. The delusions you describe are exactly what you would expect. There is a sudden, perhaps slight change in the chemistry of the brain.

That is all it takes, I’m afraid. It is usually precipitated by precisely the kind of crisis you described, some kind of emotional trauma from which they can see no way of escape.”

The doctor got up from his chair. “We better go. Elliott is waiting.”

The rain was pounding down, exploding on the pavement when it hit. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the sky was lit up with lightning. Pulling our coats over our heads, we ducked down and jogged across the parking lot to the hospital on the other side.

“Tell me,” Friedman asked once we were inside. “You obviously have a great interest in what happened to Elliott. You read the transcript because you wanted to know what happened at the time of the first episode—what you call his breakdown. What do you know about the shooting, the crime for which he was committed?”

I stopped and looked at him, searching his eyes until I was certain he really did not know. Then I turned and we started to walk again down the long gray corridor.

“I’m the one he shot,” I explained.

 


Seven

_______

The voice of the doctor was speaking his name, but I was looking at the face of someone I did not know. It had been twelve years, but the changes I saw had not been produced by time alone.

The Elliott Winston I knew had been quick, alert, easygoing, and always affable; the man standing in front of me waiting for Dr.

Friedman to unlock the heavy gauge wire screen was tense, expectant, impatient. He was wearing an old suit that was too tight for him. Buttoned in front, the lapels bowed out from his chest.

A solid-color tie was off center at his throat, and one of the collar points of his soiled white shirt bent up. His hands were clasped behind his back and his feet were spread the width of his shoulders. Though I was just a few feet away from him, he stared straight ahead as if there was no one else around.

We stepped inside, and Friedman rolled the gate shut behind us. Elliott did not move. He stood there, erect, immobile, locked in that rigid stare.

“Elliott,” Friedman said in a calm, unhurried voice, “you remember Joseph Antonelli, don’t you?”

There was no reaction, no movement of any kind, not even a slight flutter of the lashes over his eyes. I wondered if he had slipped into a catatonic state where he could not hear anything.

“He does this sometimes,” Friedman explained. “When he’s thinking about something.” With a hopeless shrug, he added, “I’ve seen him do it for hours. When it happens, I’m afraid there really isn’t—”

He never finished. Elliott had turned toward me and extended his hand. “Joseph Antonelli. I knew you’d come one day.”

I took his hand, and then, when I saw his face, had to force myself not to let go. He was looking at me with such enormous concentration that I thought his eyes would burn right through me. There was a power about him that was extraordinary.

“It was good of you to bring Mr. Antonelli,” he said, looking over my shoulder. “Thank you, Dr. Friedman.”

He said it the way someone might address a subordinate, not with a tone of command, but with that benevolence which underscores the distance between the one who bestows it and the one who receives it. No doubt used to the strange eccentricities of his patient, Friedman seemed not to mind. He signaled a white-coated orderly who was standing at the far end of the large, open ward.

“Mr. Antonelli will be visiting with Elliott for a while,” he said when the orderly drew near. “Make sure he has anything he needs.”

After Friedman had gone, Elliott and I sat down at a square wooden table in front of a wire-covered window at the side of the room. Farther down, in the corner, three patients, dressed in white short-sleeve V-neck tops and baggy drawstring trousers, were sitting in a semicircle on plastic chairs. One of them, one leg folded under the other, held a magazine in his hands, turning it around and around, upside down, then right side up, over and over again. Another one, short, balding, with thick, stubby fingers, kept throwing out one or the other of his hands, clutching at the air, and then, bringing it back in, slowly opening his fist to see what he had caught. The third scarcely moved at all. He slumped forward, eyes glazed, mumbling to himself.

Elliott caught me looking. “Watch this,” he whispered.

“Chester!” The mumbling stopped, and the third man lifted his head, a bewildered expression on his face.

“What is 3,182 times 5,997?”

The third man blinked, then answered, “19,082,454,” and then blinked again.

“I’ll ask him something difficult this time,” Winston remarked under his breath. “Chester,” he called out. “What is 8.105698

times 10.00787?”

Chester blinked. “81.120771.” And then blinked once more.

“Chester, who is the president of the United States?”

This time he did not blink. He smiled, a foolish, heartbreak-ing smile. “George Washington.”

“Very good,” Elliott remarked with a glance of approval. “Now, if Lincoln freed the slaves, what did Washington do?”

“Freed the cherry trees,” he answered with a childlike grin.

“Thank you, Chester,” Elliott said in the same supremely confident voice with which he had dismissed Dr. Friedman.

“Chester was a high school history teacher,” he explained. “In the other world.”

“The other world? You mean, before he was sick, in the real world?”

This last phrase seemed to bother him. A dark look swept across his visage. “The other world,” he insisted. His mood switched again. “And I think that is the way he taught it, too,”

he said, laughing. Abruptly, the laughter stopped. “That’s not true.

In the other world he taught history the way they all teach history, and he could not balance his checkbook. Then, when he became sane, he forgot all the names and dates and all the other unimportant things they cram their heads full of, and as soon as his mind was clear he knew everything about numbers.”

He looked at me for a moment. “You don’t believe me. Go ahead, ask him anything you want, any combination, any calculation. He can do it in his head instantaneously. I should know.

I’ve been trying to catch him in a mistake for years.”

“How would you know if he did?” I asked without thinking.

He felt sorry for me. “Didn’t you notice? He only makes a mistake when he doesn’t blink.”

I was wrong. He did not feel sorry for me, not the way I had thought. He was playing with me. I could see it in his eyes.

“It’s true though, isn’t it?” he asked. “Whenever the answer is right, he blinks before he gives it. Isn’t that a perfect example of reasoning from effect back to cause?”

I did not know what to say. There really was nothing I could say. I tried to change the subject. “You’ve changed a lot, Elliott.

I’m not sure I would have recognized you.”

A smile passed quickly over his face. “You didn’t recognize me.

You thought I was someone else.” He seemed to be enjoying some small private joke. “It must be the mustache. I didn’t have one when you knew me. I had a beard, too,” he admitted with what I thought was a rueful expression. “And my hair was long. I’m afraid there were people in here who began to think I looked a little like Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ! Can you imagine! Then the next thing you know, some of these people started to think I  was Jesus Christ. That might not have been too bad. At least that way I could have saved Christianity from itself. But there was someone here—not right here, but over in one of the other wards—who really believed he was Jesus Christ. He might have been for all I know,” he added, his eyes feverish with delight. “I did not want anyone to have to start questioning his own identity because of me, so I got rid of it—the beard—cut my hair short, and almost got rid of the mustache, too, but I changed my mind—or my mind changed me. Either way, I kept it. How have you been?”

It was difficult to know whether to be more astonished at the rapid-fire lucidity of his speech or the manner in which he had just brought it to a dead stop.

“I’ve been very well myself,” he said before I could think of what to say or how, now that I was finally face-to-face with him, I should say it. He seemed to sense every doubt, every hesitation, every slight uncertainty. “I mean it,” he continued, speaking now in a quiet, smooth-flowing voice. “I’m much better off here.”

My eyes darted around the drab-colored room, taking in the cheap furniture, and the dull finished floor, and the painted pipes that hung on metal braces as they passed under the ceiling; the sleepy-eyed orderly reading an out-of-date magazine; the three patients at the other table, barely aware of each other’s existence, a fourth inmate I had not noticed before moving like a sleepwalker down the corridor that connected the day room to the rest of the ward.

His eyes were waiting for me. “I wrote you a letter once. A long time ago.”

“I never got it.”

“I never sent it. I knew what I wanted to say. I had finally understood what had happened—all of it—everything. My mind was thinking quite clearly, more clearly than it ever had. In an instant I could see all there was to see. I could take it all in, all of it, all of the relationships, all the subtle nuances, every shade of meaning,” he explained. His eyes were glistening. “But then, when I sat down and started to write, it all disappeared—everything—

and all I could remember was that I had lost something I had thought was unforgettable. This was not the last time this happened. Finally, I gave up trying to write anything down. Nothing ever sounded the way I meant it, or was really what I wanted to say.”

As I listened I began to smile. He was describing what I had so often experienced myself: the inability to connect the thought with the word.

“But that isn’t—” I blurted out before I realized what I was saying.

“Isn’t a sign of insanity?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “What is?” The wry expression that had taken possession of his features faded away. “In any event, I could not write it the way I wanted to write it.”

“What did you want to write me about?”

His eyes seemed to lose a little of their intensity, as if he were turning inward on himself. When I repeated the question, he became even more introspective, staring down at the table with the troubled aspect of someone searching for the answer to a riddle.

Finally, he lifted his head, but instead of looking at me, he stared straight ahead.

“When I tried to kill …” His mouth hung open and his body began to tense. Then it started, a shrill, staccato stutter, one word rushing after the other in a mindless, rhyming speech. “Kill …

thrill … will … ill …”  His face became rigid, and then began to quiver as if it was on the verge of blowing itself apart. His eyes became enormous hollow black voids. “… chill … till …

dill … quill.” He gasped the words, each one requiring more effort than the one before. Then, as if it had never happened, the life came back into his eyes, the expression returned to his face.

“I wanted to write to you about the time I tried to kill you,” he said in a voice completely normal.

Whether he was unaware of what he had just done, or had become so accustomed to it that he assumed it was taken for granted by everyone with whom he came in contact, he mistook my silence as a sign that I was not entirely comfortable with the subject of my own attempted murder. That is what he had been charged with, and that was the reason he had been sent here, to the forensic ward of the state hospital, diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic, clearly a danger to others and probably a danger to himself.

“I would have, too, if you hadn’t wrestled the gun away from me.” He said it with a kind of gay indifference, the way someone might explain how they would have won the last set of a tennis match if you had not made a ridiculously lucky return of serve right at the end.

I had been waiting for a long time to tell him he was wrong.

“I don’t believe you ever intended to kill me or anyone else. You were sick, Elliott. You didn’t know what you were doing. You came into the building that day, started walking up and down the hallways, screaming all those unintelligible threats no one could understand. Then you came into my office and you started waving that gun around. The truth is, if I had just talked to you, calmed you down, instead of going after the gun, it never would have gone off and I wouldn’t have been hit in the leg and we could have gotten you the help you needed. Listen to me. I had never had anyone point a gun at me before. It scared me, more than I had ever been scared in my life. I didn’t think, I just reacted. I should have known better, and I’m sorry for that. I know you never meant to hurt me.”

I had put off saying this for twelve years, even though I had known at some level of my subconscious mind that it would lift a great weight off my shoulders when I did. Elliott reached across the table and, as if he wanted to console me for what I had been through, laid his hand on my shoulder. A moment later, he pulled it away. “You were sleeping with my wife,” he said, his eyes flashing.

“I hardly knew your wife,” I sputtered, suddenly defensive.

“Whatever made you think … ?  Who  made you think … ?”

A detached, faintly ironic smile on his lips, he watched me, amused at the vehemence with which I denied something I had never done.

“I know you weren’t,” he said, nodding his assurance of the truth of it. “But I thought so then, and it was a long time before I realized I had been wrong. Even after the divorce, I didn’t know what had really been going on. What else was she going to do?

I was in here. You couldn’t expect her to stay married to a lunatic—a criminal lunatic—could you? It was only after she re-married that things fell into place. It was only then, at the very end, so to speak, that I understood what had happened, all of it, even the beginning. I’m not saying that they planned it all out,”

he added, with a quick, rueful glance. “They couldn’t have known what would happen to me. Though it would not have made any difference to them if they had.”

His head sunk down between his shoulders and his eyes focused on a spot just below my chin. “You warned me about him.

Do you remember?”

“Jeffries?”

His eyes narrowed even more. “I used to think he was evil. I was wrong. He was just indecent. People who are evil do interesting things. There wasn’t anything interesting about Jeffries.”

Slowly, without any movement of his head, his eyes climbed up my face until they met my own.

“Did you know Jeffries was dead?” I asked.

He raised his head and his eyes flared open. “Death and betrayal, the fortunate circumstances of my life.”

“The fortunate circumstances of your life?” I asked, confused.

With a quick movement of his hand, and a strange, triumphant look in his eyes, he started to wave my question away.

“I can’t really explain. All I can tell you is that sometimes the only way you can deal with what happens to you is not just to accept it, but make it your own.”

He seemed to regret that he had said as much as he had, though he had not said nearly enough to make his meaning—if there was a meaning—intelligible to me.

“I don’t have any interest in thinking of myself as a victim,”

he said. His eyes darted across to the other table. “Will you stop turning that damn magazine around!” he demanded in a high-pitched scream that set my teeth on edge. Without so much as a glance to see where the shouting had come from, the inmate stopped the constant rotation and held the magazine perfectly still, directly in front of his eyes. It was upside down.

“So Jeffries is dead!” he remarked in a civil tone, looking at me as if he had never in his life so much as thought about raising his voice.

It had all happened so quickly, and had been so isolated from what he had been like just before and then immediately after, that I was forced again to wonder whether he was himself always aware of what he was doing.

“How did he die?”

“You really don’t know? It was the front-page story in the newspapers for weeks.”

“I let my subscription lapse,” he said dryly.

He might not have access to the papers, but a television set, sitting on a plywood platform halfway up the wall, was flickering in the far corner of the day room.

“I never watch,” he said, surprised that anyone might ever think he would. “Tell me how he died,” he insisted with avid curiosity.

“He was murdered, stabbed to death, late at night, outside his office, on his way to his car.”

Nodding thoughtfully, he asked, “Have they changed the definition of homicide? The unlawful killing of a human being?”

“No, it’s always been that.”

“Then it wasn’t a homicide, it was not a murder.” He said it as if I would immediately understand and could not possibly disagree with his conclusion.

“You mean,” I suggested tentatively, “that it wasn’t unlawful because there must have been some form of justification? Self-defense, for example?”

“No, I mean it can’t have been a homicide because homicide’s the unlawful killing of a human being and whatever else Calvin Jeffries might have been, he was certainly not a human being.

No, it was not murder.”

I did not know what to say, or even, for that matter, what to think.

“Shall I tell you what they did, the late lamented Calvin Jeffries and my always blameless wife, Jean?”

He turned his head, as if he had just heard someone call out to him. “Jeffries is dead,” he said to no one. The corners of his mouth pulled back until the tendons of his neck were stretched taut. Then it started again, that insane rhythmic repetition, like the harsh clang of a rusty bell rung from the belfry of a distant church. “Jeffries is dead … wed … bed … fed.” He was staring straight ahead, his eyes as vacant as the conscious mind behind them. “Red … bled … med.” He was choking on the words, as if he had lost the instinct for taking a breath, and in the confusion of his panic had thought he was supposed to push it out instead of bring it in.

It stopped and the memory of it stopped as well. “Jeffries is dead,” he said, each syllable pronounced with glittering clarity.

“Murdered. And they say there are no happy endings. Shall I tell you what they did to me, the great judge and the loving wife?”

He glanced away, a wistful expression in his deep-set eyes, the look sometimes seen on the face of men much older than Elliott Winston, the look they get when they begin to think back, not just to their vanished youth, but to the way they saw the world when they were still that young.

“I believed in him. I believed in them both. I worshipped Jeffries. It was an honor to be in the same room with him. He knew everything. He could do anything. There was nothing about the law he did not know.” He looked at me, an eager glint in his eye. “Do you know that he wrote most of the procedural law we use?” Again he turned away. “He told me how he did that and why and he told me a lot of other things that had happened when he was a young lawyer like I was, trying to make a name for himself. We used to spend long evenings, sometimes the four of us—Jeffries, his wife, Adele, Jean, and me—but more often just the three of us. His wife was an invalid.” A strange, almost sinister smile crawled over his mouth. “An invalid! She was an addict.”

I had met Adele Jeffries only on the rare occasion when I happened to run into her husband at some social event. She was supposed to be five or six years older and she looked every bit of it.

Instead of hiding, makeup seemed to heighten the effect of the deep lines that crossed her forehead and creased the sagging skin on her cheeks. Her eyes, however, were lively and alert, the somewhat amused observer of her own sad deterioration. There had been rumors about her for years, the kind of soft-spoken, gently insinuated suggestion that became an indelible part of the way everyone thought about her. No one could actually explain what it was she was supposed to have done, but everyone knew that she was not quite right, and that besides drinking too much she required fairly constant medication.

“Poor Adele,” Elliott was saying. “I’ll bet there wasn’t a doctor in Portland who didn’t at one time or another get one of her famous phone calls. I kind of liked her,” he added as an aside,

“even though I knew she had to be crazy.” Catching the irony of what had just slipped out, his eyes darted away and then darted back, while he shrugged his shoulders and threw up his hands.

“She really was,” he insisted, growing more serious. “She’d go right down the Yellow Pages—under ‘Physicians.’ I saw her do it one day. She sat on a stool in the kitchen, moving that wrinkled finger down the list, crunching up her eyes to make the name come into focus. As soon as someone answered the phone, she’d clear her throat and with as much formality, as much solemnity as if she were introducing the president of the United States, announce that ‘Mrs. Judge Jeffries’—that’s what she called herself—

was calling for Dr. Dolittle or Dr. Whomever. They’d always put her through. And then she would do it again, announce she was Mrs. Judge Jeffries and ask if the doctor would kindly be good enough to order a refill of her prescription for Percodan or Demerol or any one of the other two dozen pain-killing, mind-numbing, nerve-deadening, brain-altering, mood-elevating, awareness-closing pharmaceuticals she was taking by the handful morning, noon, and long into the literal and proverbial night.”

Elliott was panting hard, glaring at me as if the addiction of Mrs. Judge Jeffries had been somehow my fault. Then, suddenly, his head snapped back and he started to laugh. “There was nothing wrong with her. There never was. She had some minor ail-ment, twisted her ankle, something like that, years before. She told me once, during one of her brief interludes of sobriety. After that, every time she had a pain somewhere, just a twinge of dis-comfort, Jeffries would give her something, just for the pain. Eventually, she was hooked—couldn’t live without her pills, that and the booze. Jeffries didn’t mind. He encouraged her. Why deal with pain? It was a way of getting rid of her. She was always there, but she wasn’t there at all. He married her for her money. Now she’s in a nursing home somewhere. She probably doesn’t know where she is. Jeffries worked everything out. He had her declared incompetent while they were still married, put everything of hers in a trust, and named himself trustee. I told you he knew everything about the law.”

Elliott opened his eyes wide and took a deep breath, and then let it out, a look of disgust on his face. “You know who he had draw up the papers? You know who he asked to handle the whole thing?”

I did not want to believe it and I knew it had to be true. “You did that?”

“I didn’t want to. I really didn’t. I told him I thought she was all right, that perhaps if she saw a doctor he could get her to stop drinking, to stop taking all that pain medication. He told me every doctor he talked to told him the same thing, that it was too late, that the damage was permanent, that she needed constant round-the-clock care.

“It still didn’t seem right to me. He insisted he knew a lot more about his wife than I did and that he was surprised and, yes, disappointed—more disappointed than he could say—that I would refuse the favor he had asked. Had I forgotten all the favors he had done for me, the way he had actually broken the law when I had missed a filing deadline or needed extra time to finish something? Then he told me what he had never told me before. He told me that he had sometimes ruled on motions in my favor just because he believed I always wanted to do the right thing, and that if anyone ever found out, if he ever let slip what he had done, he’d be in a lot of trouble and so would I. We had to trust each other, he said. Surely, I didn’t believe that he could possibly want to do anything that wasn’t in the best interest of his own wife? I couldn’t possibly know how painful this was for him, and how the only way he thought he could get through it was knowing it was being taken care of by someone that both of them, he and Adele, had come to think of as a son.”

He gritted his teeth and his eyes fairly started out of their sock-ets. “At the hearing, she sat next to me, docile, unprotesting, until the very end. She leaned over, that vacant smile still on her face, and as clear as a bell said to me, ‘You helped him get rid of me, but I’m not the only one he wants to get rid of!’ And then she started to laugh, this hideous, bloodcurdling laugh that rolled on and on, louder and louder, till I had to put my hands over my ears, for fear that ghastly sound would crack my head.

Sometimes, if I’m not careful, I see her face in my sleep and I hear that voice again, that dismal warning I failed to heed. At the time, of course, all I did was watch them take her away, that awful laughter shrieking through the courthouse. The only thought I had was that Jeffries had been right after all, that there was too much damage, that there was nothing to be done but put her away in a place where she could get the constant care she needed.

“She had tried to warn me, but even then I still believed in Jeffries. How could I not?” he asked with a shrewd glance. “I had just helped him get rid of his wife. Everyone wants to believe that what they’re doing has a justification. I’m sure Jeffries thought he was justified.”

Elliott was quick, preternaturally so, and he caught immediately the slight glimmer of doubt in my eyes.

“Of course he did. At each step, over all the years he had lived with her. Think of it! She has a slight accident; she’s in pain; the medication works. She stops complaining. He would have noticed that right away. Finally! Relief from her constant, and for him, mindless talk. After that, every time she mentioned pain—

the medication. He could always get it. He knew people. He knew doctors. He knew—oh, yes, how well he knew—the doctor who ran the hospital where my dear, loving, loyal wife, Jean, was working.

“That’s how they met. That’s how it all began. Innocent at first. It usually is, isn’t it? Innocent, I mean. For all the loath-some, filthy thoughts that began to creep into their minds, like worms eating away at a corpse, or, more likely, the spiral-shaped vermin that infest the syphilitic, they were on the outside nothing but a couple of civilized, compassionate people, concerned, both of them, with the welfare of the great man’s wife. I didn’t notice it at the time,” he added confidentially, “but thinking back on it I’m almost certain there was a peculiar odor—a kind of stench—whenever I was with the two of them together.” He paused. “You think I’m making that up, that it’s just my imagination?” he asked with a stern sideways glance. “Don’t they say that when two people are attracted to each other there is a certain chemistry between them? Didn’t you ever mix chemicals together when you were a child to see what the worst smell was you could make?

“But you’re right,” he admitted, waving his hand back and forth in front of his face. “At the time, I noticed nothing.” There was a slightly astonished look on his face. “There was nothing to notice. We were always talking about the law, and she was always asking about his wife. The first time I noticed anything was one night when we were having dinner, the three of us. His wife was—well, you know—’not feeling well.’ Jean had to leave before we had coffee. She had the late shift at the hospital. After she was gone, Jeffries seemed to draw into himself, as if there was something that was bothering him. Finally, after I urged him to speak, he asked if Jean was working some kind of double shift.

When I told him she was not, that she was working nights all week, he looked distressed. He had been out at the hospital that afternoon, he explained, to visit his friend, the doctor who ran the place. He had seen Jean walking down a corridor too far away for him either to catch her eye or say hello, but he was certain it was she.

“I dismissed it as best I could. ‘She was probably called in for some kind of emergency. That happens once in a while.’ He pretended to agree, but I could see he did not believe it.”

Elliott bent his head forward and rubbed the back of his neck.

“It’s a fairly shrewd tactic, don’t you think? Suggest to someone that his wife may be up to something improper? You become the last person he’ll ever suspect as the one she’s doing it with. Jeffries was, after all, a truly brilliant man.” He hesitated before he added, “At least I thought so then.” His eyes sparkled with malice. “I was thirty-three years old when I came here, the same age as Christ when he died. Do you know the best thing ever said about Christ?” For a brief moment he was seized by a look of uncertainty. “Said about him, or did I make it up? It doesn’t matter.” His face brightened. ” ‘If Christ had lived, he would have changed his mind.’ That’s what happened to me, you see. I lived, and I changed my mind. I believed in him, I thought he could do nothing wrong. Then, when I realized what he had done, how utterly corrupt he was, I understood how my own life had been nothing but a lie.” His eyes flashed, and a smile darted across his mouth. “There are certain advantages in losing your mind.”

 


Eight

_______

Chester, the patient who could do anything with numbers and nothing at all with simple historical facts, was standing in front of our table, trembling from head to toe.

“Elliott,” he said, gulping a breath, “I have to go to the bathroom. What should I do?” Closing his mouth, he pulled his upper lip all the way down over the lower one.

Elliott placed his hand on Chester’s shoulder and, remarkably, the trembling stopped. “It will be all right,” he said in a calm, soothing voice. He nodded toward the orderly, now reading a tattered paperback, at the other end of the room. “Mr. Charles always takes you, remember? Just go tell him you have to go.”

He removed his hand from his shoulder, and the trembling started once more. Gently, he put it back, and again it stopped.

“Don’t you believe me?” he asked, peering into his eyes.

“Yes,” he insisted, “but I’m scared.”

“You’re not scared of Mr. Charles, are you?” Elliott asked evenly.

“He always takes good care of you.”

“I’m scared I’ll go in my pants,” he replied in a childlike voice.

He looked down at the floor, too embarrassed to meet Elliott’s gaze.

“Look at me,” Elliott instructed. Dutifully, Chester raised his eyes. “It’s all right. It won’t happen. I promise. Now, go tell Mr.

Charles what you have to do.” Elliott patted him on the shoulder and then took his hand away for good. The trembling did not come back.

“Thank you, Elliott,” he said as he turned to go. He had taken perhaps three steps, when he stopped and yelled at the top of his lungs: “Mr. Charles, I have to take a piss now!”

I watched the orderly look over the top of his book and then slowly get to his feet. “He seems harmless enough,” I remarked.

“Why is he here?”

“Too much history,” Elliott explained. I waited for the rest of it, but that was all he offered.

“Too much history? I don’t understand.”

“Yes, exactly. Too much history,” he mused. “He spent so much time reading about it, the past finally became his whole reality.

If he had been studying something like the history of music, he might have walked around telling everyone he was Beethoven.

He was studying the Vietnam War and he decided one day that he was in the war, and that he was surrounded by the Vietcong.

He wrapped a bandanna around his forehead, covered his face with grease, and hid on the steam pipes that ran through the underground garage of the apartment building where he lived. No one knows how long he was there, clutching the bayonet he had picked up at some army surplus store. He might have been there for days, waiting for the Vietcong to come. They came all right, wearing a business suit and carrying a briefcase. Chester thought he was a scout sent ahead to get his exact location. He jumped down from the pipes above that poor fellow’s car—turned out he was an insurance salesman—slashed his throat, and left him to bleed to death while he went running through the garage looking for more. But you’re right. He’s harmless. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not in here, anyway.”

Several more patients had wandered in, taking their places on the molded plastic chairs scattered around the large day room.

They moved slowly when they walked and, apart from an occasional twitch or a sudden jerk, barely moved at all while they sat.

They did not speak, and the silence hung heavy in the air, broken only by a short-lived moan or a sob quickly suppressed. It made me think of an old train station, or a bus station late at night, places where strangers wait in crowded solitude the endless hours until it is their time to go.

“They get tired late in the day,” Elliott explained. “The medication has that effect.”

Elliott did not seem tired at all. If anything, he had become more energetic, and more intense, the longer I was there. I thought it might be because of the excitement he must have felt at having a visitor from the outside. I started to get to my feet.

“Perhaps I should be going. We can continue this another time.”

He seized my wrist and held it fast. “No,” he insisted. “There’s no reason for you to go. I haven’t told you yet why I thought you were having an affair with my wife. Don’t you want to know?”

I sat down again and he let go of my arm. “It isn’t true,” I said, wondering why I felt compelled to repeat the denial. Was it because the idea had once crossed my mind, and I felt guilty for the thought if not the deed?

The look he gave me was uncanny. While his eyes bored in on me, trying to reach the back of my skull, they seemed at the same time to dart all around. It was like watching a solar eclipse.

In the middle was a deep, dark, impenetrable point, that for the moment at least stayed fixed, surrounded by a dazzling fireworks of dancing, flying light.

“I saw you talking with her once at a party. She was always doing that, talking to the most attractive men. She liked to know that men, attractive men, found her attractive. It was important to her. It was part of the way she defined herself: a woman who was attractive to men.”

I remembered her all right, sleek, proud, and willful, with golden brown hair and dark, bottomless eyes. Her gaze never left you while she talked, and she drew you so far into her, made you feel so much a favorite, that you almost failed to notice how her eyes moved restlessly around the room when it was her turn to listen.

You could not help but notice her hands, long bony knuckled fingers that looked like they were waiting to snatch at something, to close tight around something, to grab at whatever they could get. I did not like her, and that might have made me want her even more, had she not been married to an associate in my firm for whom I felt a certain responsibility.

“She was a very attractive woman,” I heard myself saying.

“She knew you thought so. After that party she used to tease me about it. She’d tell me how much she liked older men.” He sensed my reaction before I was quite conscious that I had one.

“You were about the same age then, I am now,” he remarked.

“She said that if she ever decided to be unfaithful it would probably be with someone like you.”

Vanity, not hope, is the last thing to die. Why otherwise would I have tried to get the assurance of someone clinically insane that more than a dozen years earlier I was still young.

“Someone older?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow.

Elliott was not thinking of me. “She was always ambitious. I wanted to be a teacher; she wanted me to be a lawyer. She convinced me that I should, told me how great she thought I’d be, told me how much she believed in me. And I believed what she said, because I believed in her.” He looked at me for a moment, pondering something he had clearly thought about before. “I was always defined by what other people thought, people I trusted, people I believed in. Isn’t that what everyone does—think of themselves in terms of what other people think they are or think they should be? The danger of course is that you find out one day that you can’t believe in them anymore, that there is nothing you can believe in anymore, that everything you believed before was based on a lie. Then you don’t know who you are. You’re alone, by yourself, without anything to go back to and without anything to look forward to.”

A sly, cynical grin stole across his mouth. “So they put people like me in an asylum, because, after all, what happened to me could only have been some kind of aberration, a mental disease, a mental defect. But, fortunately, a condition that can be cured, or at least controlled, with the right regimen of therapy and medication. Controlled! Do you know what they mean? Unquestioning obedience, docile acceptance. You agree with everything anyone tells you, do whatever they tell you to do, believe everything they tell you to believe. You become as crazy as everyone else out there. You don’t have to believe in God, but you damn well better believe in golf!”

“What?” I asked, startled less by what he had said than by the fanatical look that had entered his eyes. “Golf?”

He looked at me like I was crazy. “Yes, golf. Recreation is good; getting along with other people is good. Taking life as a game.

It’s good. Not getting upset at the insanity of the world. That’s good. Everyone believes in golf.”

His eyes became wilder, and his head began to swing from side to side. “Jean liked golf, and tennis, and swimming, and horse-back riding.” He stopped, a shadow of doubt in his overheated eyes. “I think she drew the line at bowling. Not that she had anything against the game itself, you understand. Jean believed in games. She just didn’t think the right sort of people played that particular game. Bowling at one end of the scale, chess at the other. Too intellectual, she thought. Whatever else she was, she was always upwardly mobile. As a matter of fact, I think …”

It happened again, that same terrifying seizure that took possession of him like some demonic force, shaking his body like a limp rag while he tried desperately to find the one key rhyming word that would open the lock and let him go free.

“I think … blink … ink … wink …” His eyes bulged out, his face turned red. “Stink … chink … mink … fink.”

It was over. The life came back into his eyes, his skin became pale again, and from the tone of his voice you would have thought you were talking to a completely normal man.

“What were we talking about?” he asked, as if he had just for a moment forgotten what he was saying. “Oh, yes,” he said as soon as I reminded him. “Jean. She wanted success, and when she met Jeffries and realized how much he wanted her, I don’t think she thought about resisting. I was still several years away from the possibility of a partnership. Why would she wait for something she could have right away?” He looked at me, a whim-sical expression in his eyes. “In your world—the sane world—

isn’t instant gratification what everyone wants?

“Of course I didn’t know anything about it at the time. I still thought Jeffries was my friend. I had proof of it. Of all the people he knew, of all the lawyers he could have asked, I was the one he chose when he had to have his wife declared incompetent. And after that happened, after he was all alone, we spent even more time together than we had before.”

Elliott now seemed perfectly calm, almost relaxed, as if we were trading gossip about someone we had once both known.

“What made you think she was having an affair with me?” I asked.

“She started to lie to me. She came home two hours after her shift ended and told me it was because someone on the next shift called in sick. But because I was worried, I had called the hospital and been told she had left at the normal time. She fumbled for some excuse, something about it happening at the last minute and the switchboard did not know anything about it. I believed her. But things like that started to happen more and more often.

Each time she had an excuse. Each time I believed her, or tried to. My questioning became more intense, more frantic, and she began to replace explanation with analysis. She was worried about me, she insisted. I was imagining things; I was in danger of becoming paranoid. Finally, after she had come in late and made up some story that made no sense at all, I came right out and accused her of having an affair.

” ‘And just who am I supposed to be having an affair with?’

“She looked at me with such disdain, such contempt. I had been in love with her from the first moment I ever saw her. We were married six months after we met. I was never in love with anyone but her. And the way she looked at me! It felt like someone had torn my insides out. I wanted to die, right there and then; I just wanted to stop breathing.

” ‘I can’t live like this,’ she told me. ‘I need to get away for a few days. I need time to think.’

“She went away for three days, all weekend. Monday morning she called from the hospital to talk to the kids. She said she would be home for dinner. Later that day, during a break in a trial, I went to see Jeffries. I needed someone to talk to and he was the only person I could trust with something like this.

“I can see it all quite clearly now: Jeffries sitting behind his desk, looking up at me from over his glasses. ‘I must have just missed you Saturday,’ he said. I didn’t know what he was talking about. ‘Over at the coast, at Salishan, at the bar conference. I saw Jean in the hotel lobby, talking to Antonelli. They must have been waiting for you. I couldn’t stay. I was with some other people.’

“I’m not quite sure what happened after that. I don’t remember anything about that afternoon in trial, only that all I could think about was getting home, seeing Jean, trying to convince myself that she could convince me none of it was true. When I got home, she was not there and neither were the children. A few minutes later, the doorbell rang and when I answered a stranger handed me a summons. Jean had filed for divorce.”

His elbow on the table, Elliott rested his cheekbone against his thumb and the corner of his forehead against his index finger. He sat there, lost in contemplation.

“The next day,” he said presently, an absent expression on his face, “I had the breakdown. I was in court, in the middle of that trial, when it happened. That’s what they told me, anyway. I don’t really remember.”

His eyes came back into focus. “That’s why I came to kill you.

It was the only thing I could think about, killing you because of what you had done to me.” A cryptic smile floated over his mouth.

“I’m sure Jeffries was disappointed when I didn’t. He was always telling me things about you, how you would do anything to win, and how one day it was all going to catch up with you. He told me you were the most amoral person he had ever known, and that if he had to do it over again he would have made you serve thirty days for contempt instead of three. Then someone else would have had to take over the defense in that case he said you should never have won.”

He remembered something else. “He told me once that there were people in the firm who had not wanted to bring you in, who didn’t want you there, people he knew, people who would be delighted if I was the only criminal defense attorney in the firm. You see what he was doing. He never missed a chance to stir something up, to create resentment, to make me think that without you around I’d have everything I wanted. You were the senior partner, the lawyer with the great reputation, and then, on top of everything else, you were the one who was taking away my wife.”

Elliott smiled again, that same enigmatic look that suggested that there was always something else, some deeper meaning beneath the literal meaning of what he said. His fingers brushed across his mustache, over and over again, each time faster than the time before, and then, abruptly, stopped.

“Maybe Jeffries really did know I’d have a breakdown and what would happen if I did.”

It was easy to be carried along by what he said. Not only was there a sort of logic about it all, but, like most things exotic, Elliot exerted a strange kind of attraction. The longer I stayed there, the more difficult it was to remember that I was sitting at a table inside an insane asylum talking to a mental patient.

“There is an obvious question, Elliott,” I said with a self-conscious smile. “Forget what Jeffries said about me. Why go through all this deception? Why didn’t your wife just simply file for the divorce? Why make you think I was involved?”

He answered without the slightest hesitation, as if there could not possibly be any doubt about what the truth really was. “They couldn’t afford the scandal. Judges weren’t supposed to be sleeping with the wives of the lawyers who practiced in front of them.

It would have made it more difficult to get the other thing they wanted. Jeffries did not just want my wife, he wanted my children. He’d never had any of his own.”

Elliott reported this as if it was not only a self-evident fact, but one that had nothing directly to do with him. It was the way he described nearly everything that had happened before his breakdown. I had of course heard people talk about themselves with a certain detachment, passing judgment on their own behavior, but never anything like this. There was a break in time for Elliott, as definite as the way we divide all of history into what came before and what came after Christ. When he talked about things that happened before his commitment, there was no connection between what he was now and what he had been then. The old Elliott was dead, and, as near as I could tell, the new Elliott did not miss him at all.

Elliott’s eyes glistened with laughter. “If all this sounds a little paranoid—well, I am, a little paranoid, that is. That’s what they tell me, anyway. Of course, that’s what they tell everyone here.

Paranoid schizophrenia. They always try to give it a little twist, something that makes it sound like they really know what they’re talking about. Type I or Type II, delusions of this or delusions of that, acute or not so acute. And they always say it with such gravity, such enormous seriousness, and with the same somber, slow-moving gestures, the head bent forward, the hands behind the back, the stooped shoulder. You would think they were in church, getting ready to take communion. Paranoid schizophrenia.” His eyes turned hard and his voice was filled with contempt.

“They cover their ignorance with that phrase. It gives them a sense of power. They’re the ones who are really sick.”

At the end of the room, the orderly got to his feet and stretched his arms. All around, the patients began to stir.

“Time for class,” Elliott explained. The contempt had vanished.

His manner was almost playful. “Staff call it group therapy; we call it class. There are several different classes. My personal favorite is ‘medication management.’ We learn about the symptoms of our illness and how to manage them.” His eyes filled with mirth and he shut them partway to keep from laughing out loud.

“Think of it,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “You explain to someone that he’s a paranoid schizophrenic. Then, as if this was all news to him, you explain the symptoms to look for. You tell him that these symptoms can be kept under control by medication, and that the trick is to take the medication in the prescribed dosage at the precise moment that you first detect the symptom.

In other words, you explain to him that he’s crazy, and then you tell him all the perfectly reasonable things he can do not to show it.”

There seemed never to be any gradual transition between his moods. It was one thing, then it was another. He had been cheerful and ironic; now he seemed completely serious.

“The strange part is that it seems to work. Some people become quite good at it. They learn to deal with their disease, to control it, and even perhaps to use it. Some of them, I think, even learn how to hide behind it.”

I did not know what he meant by this last remark. “Hide behind it?”

The cheerful glint came back to his eye. “Everyone learns how to tell people what they want to hear—or to see what they want to see—don’t they?”

I started to ask him something else, but his glance suddenly darted away and his face lost all expression. Before I could turn around to see what had brought this about, he was on his feet, standing still. The wire gate was rattling as Dr. Friedman opened the lock with his key.

There was something I had to know, though I could not have said then why I needed to know it. Perhaps it was just a feeling, or perhaps it was something more than that, a sense that there was more to this story than what he had told me.

“Elliott,” I said, taking him by the arm, “who represented you when you went to court? Who was the lawyer that handled your case?”

Dr. Friedman had come through the gate and was waiting a few feet away. Elliott looked at me and shrugged. “I don’t remember. Someone Jeffries found.”

We said goodbye and I turned to go. “Joseph,” he called out.

It was the only time he had used my first name. “Would you do me a favor?”

“Of course,” I replied.

He reached inside his suit coat, and when he did I realized it was probably the same suit he had worn the last time he had been in court, the day he was sent to the state hospital. He handed me an envelope and asked if I would deliver it to his children. It seemed an odd request.

“You don’t want to just put it in the mail?”

“I can’t. I don’t know where they live. I don’t even know their names.”

I was not certain I had heard him right. “You don’t know their names?” It was too late. He had already started to walk away.

“Do you know what he meant by that?” I asked Dr. Friedman as we made our way out. I glanced at the envelope. The word

“Children” was written on the front, and nothing else, not a name, not an address, nothing but that one word.

“I think so,” Friedman explained. “Quite some time ago—before I was here—his children were apparently adopted by his wife’s new husband.”

“But that’s impossible,” I protested. “That can only be done with the parents’ consent.” Then it hit me. “Oh, my God. Of course! How stupid of me not to think of it.”

“What?”

“They went to court—his wife and her new husband—and the court took away his parental rights. In the eyes of the law, he doesn’t have any children. That’s what he meant when he said he doesn’t know their names. He doesn’t know them—or rather he doesn’t want to know them—by their new last name: Jeffries.”

Friedman nodded politely. “Yes, I suppose that’s possible,” he said in a neutral voice. “It’s hard to know with Elliott. He’s a difficult case—interesting, but difficult.”

We had reached the glass door at the entrance. Friedman started to push it open then, with his hand still on it, hunched his shoulders forward, bent his head, and stared down at the linoleum floor. “Elliott is a paranoid schizophrenic,” he said in a somber tone, as he raised his eyes. “Why are you smiling?” he asked, baffled at my reaction.

I had not been aware of it. “Sorry,” I said, a little embarrassed.

“It was something Elliott said.”

He took my explanation at face value. He was used to people who had a number of things going on in their mind at the same time.

“As I was saying, he’s a paranoid schizophrenic, and unlike some patients with this illness who exhibit only a few symptoms, Elliott seems to experience a great many of them.”

“Is one of them getting caught in a word and then repeating words that rhyme?”

“Yes. ‘Clanging.’ Something happens in the brain, the wrong message gets sent, and instead of the sequence of words to complete the thought, it sort of reverses itself, and it is the word that in some sense has to be completed. That is a fairly common symptom, and, quite frankly, not a very serious one. Elliott has much more serious problems. Sometimes he does not talk for days. He withdraws into himself and when that happens there is no reaching him. You saw the way he looked when you first arrived, that trancelike stare. But then, other times, he’ll start talking, fast, furious, and half the time it doesn’t make any sense at all, or the words are run so close together you can’t tell if it does or not.

Then, at other times, he’s completely rational and remarkably intelligent.”

Friedman paused and searched my eyes. “Is he anything like the way you remembered him?”

I had to think about it. He was not the same at all, but now that I had seen him, a dozen years older, an inmate in a hospital for the criminally insane; now that I had a better idea of what had happened to him, I wondered if what I had remembered about him had not been more the work of my own imagination than anything that had ever been real.

 


Nine

_______

The rain had stopped, but the clouds were still so dark that though it was only three o’clock in the afternoon day had already turned to night. On the street below the hospital the headlights of the cars that passed cast an eerie yellow glow in the gloomy mist. At the end of the lane that led from the parking lot, someone darted out of the shadows. I slammed on the brakes. His face twisted into angry contortions, he waved his fist at me and shouted a silent curse. I wondered if he was a patient, or just someone normal giving vent to his rage.

I thought about Elliott Winston while I drove back to Portland, and I thought about him during the next several days, every time something I heard or something I read ignited in my head a burst of similar-sounding words. Once, at lunch with another lawyer, I did it out loud. I said the word “eating,” and then heard myself say, “greeting … meeting … beating.”

“Don’t you ever do that?” I asked, rather amused at what I had just done. “Listen to the sound of words, rhyme them together?”

He said he did not, and I wondered whether to believe him. One thought led to another. “It’s the basic principle of poetry, isn’t it?

The sound, the rhyme?” I thought of something else. “Before things were written down, it was a way to help people remember what had been said.”

He did not disagree, but he also did not really care. We were there to discuss a question of law, and there was very little room for poetry in that.

For the next several weeks there was not much room for much of anything. I was in one trial after another, and I might not have thought about Elliott at all, had the search for the killer of Calvin Jeffries not remained front-page news. Whenever I was reminded of that murder, something about Elliott, a remark, a gesture, his astonishing piercing stare, flashed in front of me. The two of them, one dead, the other alive but living in a world of his own, had become permanently linked in my mind, a Janus-faced image of good and evil, reason and madness, with my own sympathies fully engaged on the side of insanity.

Perhaps not with all forms of insanity, I told myself as I dressed for a dinner I had no desire to attend. I had gone to his funeral out of a sense of obligation. The murder of a judge, even a judge like Jeffries, was an attack on the law, and the law, despite all my disappointments and disillusions, was the only thing in which I still believed. I was like a priest who had lost faith in the Church but who, perhaps for that reason, clung closer to God.

I had to go to the funeral, but I did not have to go to this. It was a mystery to me why I had ever agreed. Probably it was nothing more than a vague desire to watch one of the ways in which we try to improve the future by telling lies about the past. A picture of Calvin Jeffries had already been hung in the courthouse; his bust would now occupy a niche somewhere in the wall of the law school library. He would become the latest in a long line of supposedly brilliant and honorable jurists to have a professorship, a chair, endowed in his name. He had left the money for it, three quarters of a million, in his will, and no one, especially not the law school, was inclined to look too closely into where it might have come from. Some of it, of course, had come from the money which with the assistance of Elliott Winston he had stolen from his first wife. It did not matter. No one cared about the past. The important thing was this truly wonderful act of public-spirited generosity. Nor did anyone seem to think it at all extraordinary that he had required as a condition of the gift that it be called the Calvin Jeffries Chair of Criminal Procedure. Vanity is not always the last thing to die: Sometimes it does not die at all.

His large pink face beaming, Harper Bryce waved to me from a table in the second row below the dais. Apologizing as I bumped my way through the clogged passageways between tables, I found my place at the last empty chair, right next to Harper. He was standing up, surveying the crowd.

“Full house,” he said. “Must be seven, eight hundred people.”

A jaundiced grin cut across his face. “First the funeral, now this.

Jeffries can really turn them out.”

I followed his eyes out across the ballroom, filled with well-dressed men and expensively dressed women, women with glittering smiles and bright-colored jewels. There was noise everywhere, glasses tinkling, shoes shuffling, chairs moving, and voices, hundreds of them, all talking at once, a deafening, unintelligible din, roaring in your ears like a thousand thoughts clam-oring for your undivided attention. Then, above it all, a sound at first like a flight of Canadian geese, then like a single blast from a fat schoolboy’s tuba. I turned around. Harper Bryce, his face buried in a white linen handkerchief, was blowing his nose.

“Every damn April,” he groused, a look of disgust on his face.

He folded the handkerchief and put it back in the breast pocket of his dark blue suit.

We were sitting at a table paid for by Harper’s newspaper. The publisher, Otto Rothstein, and his wife, Samantha, were seated on Harper’s left. Rothstein was short, stocky, with a thick neck, and hard, relentless eyes. He looked right at you when he talked, as if he were always trying to size you up. His wife was all legs and arms, with a concave chest and nothing at all where her hips should have been. She had large, mocking eyes, and the bored smile of a woman who could always think of a place she would rather be. When you were with her it was hard not to share her feeling.

The new editor of the paper, Archie Bailey, cheerful, unas-suming, and, according to Harper, one of the smartest newspa-permen he had ever met, was there with his wife, Rhoda, seven months pregnant with their first child. After I said hello to them both, I was introduced to an older, gray-haired man with a craggy forehead, heavy eyebrows, and a long, straight nose. Dark olive-colored skin stretched tight from his round cheekbones to his narrow, dimpled chin.

“Cesare Orsini,” Harper said, suddenly quite formal. As I leaned across the table and shook his soft, pliable hand, Harper added,

“Professor Orsini teaches at the University of Bologna. He’s the leading expert on Italian Renaissance literature. He’s here to give a series of lectures the paper is helping to sponsor.”

“Mr. Bryce overstates my qualification,” the professor remarked, an amused gleam in his eyes. “I’m just an old man who likes to read things written by people who died a long time ago. It makes me feel young.” His English was impeccable, with only a trace of an accent.

Next to Orsini was an attractive woman with quiet eyes and shoulder-length brown hair. She had the athletic look of someone who spent a lot of time on a golf course or a tennis court.

Lisa Laughlin, Harper explained, was the editor of the society page.

“It’s a great pleasure to meet you,” I said. There was something about her, something about the way she looked at me, that made me stop.

“It’s all right, Mr. Antonelli,” she said, laughing.

I tried to figure out why she was laughing, and I had the odd sense that it was something I should know.

“Joseph,” I said.

This only made her laugh more. “Joseph? Yes, of course,” she said as the laughter died away. “But, you see, Joseph, when I was thirteen and had a crush on you so bad it hurt, everyone called you Joe. Except my sister, who I hated, who called you Joey.”

I still did not know, and she took pity on my ignorance. “My maiden name was Frazier.”

I could have fallen through the floor. Suddenly I was eighteen again, with a butch haircut, two gray stripes on the sleeve of my red letterman sweater, wearing saddle shoes and peg pants, the captain of the high school football team, with a cocky smile but so pathetically self-conscious that I would not wear a short-sleeve shirt on the hottest day of the year because I thought I was skinny and that everyone would laugh. And then Jennifer Frazier, the best-looking girl in school, which meant the best-looking girl in the world, said she’d go out with me and I became a novitiate in the fine art of romantic failure.

I remembered it as if it had all just happened. We went to a party, and while everyone else ate and drank and talked, we stayed in the darkened corner of another room, dancing together as if the night was forever. She was tall and thin, with wide, almond-shaped eyes that changed color with the light, through several shades of brown, and, when everything was just right, to yellow.

She was gorgeous, and I was in love before I kissed her and doomed when I did. When I took her home, sometime after midnight, she lingered in my arms and with a bittersweet look I never forgot, told me that she would ask me to spend the night, but her mother wouldn’t like it. After Jennifer, I didn’t think I could ever fall in love again.

It took me a long time to get over Jennifer Frazier, and now that I was looking at her grown-up little sister and felt the blood rushing to my face and a surge of awkward embarrassment, I knew that I never really had.

“You were just a little kid,” I heard myself say. “A little kid with pigtails and rubber bands, braces on your teeth, a little, skinny kid who liked to play with frogs. You told me you hated boys.”

She smiled at me, and nodded. “And I haven’t changed a bit,”

she said. “And neither have you.”

Under the throbbing din, dozens of white-coated waiters, their eyes darting from large pewter-colored trays to the place on the table where they had to set the next dish, bustled around the cavernous room. At the end of a forgettable meal of lukewarm food, the dishes were removed and coffee was served.

Slowly tapping his fingers on the tablecloth, Professor Orsini seemed to be lost in thought. When he raised his eyes and found me watching, his cheeks flushed, as if he had been caught doing something he should not.

“I was just thinking about the Borgias,” he explained. His dark brown eyes sparkled and he began to gesture with his hands. “It has been said of them that they came into the world as a declaration of war against morality through incest and adultery.”

Everyone at the table stopped what they were doing. Orsini glanced from one to the other. “One of the Borgias became Pope, Alexander VI. His son, named, like myself, Cesare,” he remarked with a cunning smile, “was the one Machiavelli so much admired—or at least seemed to admire. Yes, yes, I know,” he said quickly. “It is unfortunate, but true. The Pope was not always so holy. He also had a daughter, Lucrezia, who was not so good, either.” With a sigh he opened his hands in a gesture of supplica-tion. “She had relations with several of her own family. Today, of course, the Borgias would be considered quite a dysfunctional family and no doubt required to undergo a lengthy process of psy-chological counseling. On the other hand, they did some truly amazing things. It is an interesting question, don’t you think, Mr.

Antonelli? I mean the connection, or perhaps I should say the tension, between conventional morality and the willingness to take great risks, to invent what Machiavelli called new modes and orders?”

He let the question hang in the air for just an instant, and then, turning away from me, went back to what he had been saying.

“You Americans come to a dinner like this, where a prominent political figure is going to make a speech, and you enjoy yourselves immensely. In my country—in Florence in particular—

no one ever wanted to be invited to dine with the Borgias. It was always dangerous to refuse and sometimes fatal to accept.”

Narrowing his eyes, he looked down at the table and shook his head. “At least I had always thought that was a great difference between Italy then and America now,” he said, lifting his gaze.

“But after eating this dinner, I’m no longer quite so sure!”

“You have nothing to worry about, Professor,” Rothstein’s wife assured him with a cadaverous grin. “In this country we don’t poison people, we shoot them.”

“Or stab them,” Harper added, an offhand allusion to what had happened to Calvin Jeffries.

Running a protective hand over the expanding stomach that sheltered her unborn child, Archie Bailey’s wife lowered her eyes.

With a shudder she shook her head in dismal silence.

Immediately, Harper regretted what he had done, but before he could apologize Otto Rothstein asked a question.

“What do you hear about the investigation? Have they got anything at all?”

Harper started to say something, then closed his mouth and wrinkled his nose. He twitched it back and forth, and then, with a hissing noise, drew in three short breaths of air. It did not work.

Pulling out his handkerchief, he blew his nose.

“No, nothing,” he said, sniffing. “They’ve got every cop in the state working on it, and so far they don’t have a thing.” Folding the handkerchief, he paused, a shrewd look in his reddened eyes.

“Or if they do, they’re not talking about it. They’re under a lot of pressure. It’s the biggest case any of them has ever worked on.”

Rothstein furrowed his brow. “It’s been almost two months.

We’ve kept it on the front page about as long as we can. If they don’t do something soon, it’ll be back in the Metro section.” He stopped and looked at me. “What do you think? You know something about criminal behavior. What do you think happened? Did somebody plan to kill him?”

“The only reason anyone thinks that is because of who the victim was. If it was anyone else—someone whose name was never in the papers—there would be no reason to think it was anything other than a random killing, a robbery gone bad.”

Rothstein liked to argue. He liked to draw people out. If you agreed with anything he said, he would change his position just to see if you were willing to stand your own ground.

“People are murdered on purpose all the time. Most of them aren’t famous.”

“That’s right. But if you plan to kill someone, you don’t usually plan to do it with a knife. Too many things can go wrong.

You have to get too close; the victim has a chance to fight; you may not be able to get it done without doing it more than once.”

I darted a glance at the Baileys. They were talking together and not paying any attention to us.

“Jeffries didn’t die right away. He almost made it back to his office. If he’d had a cell phone on him, he could have called 911.

If he’d had a gun, he could have taken a shot. A lot of things could have happened, any one of which might have saved his life or captured his killer. If someone did set out to kill him, they probably would have used a gun.” I shrugged my shoulders. “Having said that, I have to admit that most killers aren’t the smartest people in the world. It’s possible someone wanted Jeffries dead and just decided that was as good a time to do it as any other, especially if they were on something.”

“If they’re not very smart,” Samantha Rothstein wanted to know, “why is it so difficult to catch them?”

“If it wasn’t planned, if it was random, if there isn’t any direct physical evidence—fingerprints, DNA—then there is nothing to tie the killer to the victim. That’s the most difficult case to solve, and when they are solved it’s almost always because the killer tells someone what they’ve done.”

Orsini had been following every word. “Tell me, Mr. Antonelli, have you never come across someone of great intelligence who committed murder?”

No one had ever asked me that before. I searched his eyes, wondering if it was just curiosity or if there was something else behind his question.

“No, I haven’t. But, then, I only meet the ones who have been caught. Cesare Borgia, if I remember correctly, died in his bed.”

Orsini’s eyes flared open and then narrowed down until he was looking at me from behind half-shut lids. “He was the unusual case, though I think not unique in this respect. I believe, Mr.

Antonelli, that there are always three kinds of people: those who obey the law; those who break it and are punished; and those, like a Borgia, who follow a law all their own and try to impose it on others.” After a brief pause, he added, “By the way, the Borgias liked knives. They do their work in silence.”

The lights dimmed and static noise ripped through the ballroom as someone switched on a microphone.

If Jeffries had died in his sleep of natural causes, another judge would have been the most likely candidate to extol his virtues and ignore his vices in a public tribute. The manner of his death had brought him a posthumous fame, and instead of someone who had known him, the governor had seized on the chance to honor the memory of a man he was not certain he had ever actually met.

William Jackson Collins had won election to a first term in a race so close that only after a recount was the result made official. Two years later nearly everyone thought he was unbeatable.

He never told the truth and he did not seem to mind that even those who agreed with him thought he was a liar. He gave his word to anyone who asked for it and then, when he broke it, explained it all away with distinctions so difficult to follow that it was easier just to forget about it. Then he would do it all over again, and no matter how many times he had lied to you before, when he looked at you with those large round boyish eyes, you just knew that this time he was telling you the truth. Deep down, however, you would have been disappointed if he had, because every instinct told you that he had only lied to you in the first place because he could not bring himself to say anything that might lose you as a friend. Everyone who knew him expected him to seek higher office.

When he rose to speak, Collins did what every politician does, the same ritual litany which, one way or the other, tells an audience how great they are and how glad he is to be there. I glanced at my watch, wishing he would speed it up. With a gracious, deferential smile, he nodded toward Jeffries’s widow, sitting three places down the dais, and made the obligatory remarks about her loss. By the earnest expression on his face it was a loss which had been felt by no one more than himself.

I slipped my shirt cuff away from my watch, decided it must have stopped, and started to wind it before I remembered it was a quartz. When I looked up, Collins was staring down at the podium. The shy, bashful smile had dissolved. He raised his eyes and stood straight up. His head began to move slowly from side to side, taking in the crowd. He began to speak, stabbing the air for emphasis, his voice rising and falling in a mesmerizing staccato. The murder of Calvin Jeffries was more than the murder of a single human being, bad as that was. It was more than the murder of a distinguished judge. It was nothing less than the attempted murder of reason itself. The law was the anchor of civilization, the only thing that separated us from the worst kind of barbarism, the only thing that kept us safe and kept us free.

The law protected us all, and we all had a moral obligation to protect the law.

I looked around the ballroom. Every face was lifted toward Collins, every eye fixed on him, as he led them from one emotion to another, building on their excitement until they had to explode. At the end, when it was over, he stood there, a triumphant smile on his face, waving into the tumultuous darkness, the center of every thought and every feeling. He had given a speech about the law and about reason, and had for the moment deprived his audience of their senses. I watched the way he kept waving at the crowd as if he could not bear the thought of being left alone without them. Suddenly I remembered the last time I had seen eyes burn with so much fire. It was when I found Elliott Winston waiting for me, at the state hospital, locked in a catatonic gaze.

The end of the governor’s speech was the end of the evening.

As the house lights went on, the vast ballroom swarmed with noise. As I was saying goodbye to Harper, I glanced across at the podium where a crowd had gathered around the governor. Jeffries’s widow was standing at his side. I had forgotten about the letter. It was the only thing Elliott had asked me to do, and it was still sitting in the desk drawer where I had put it. I promised myself to take care of it first thing Monday morning.

Lisa Laughlin touched my arm. “It was nice to see you, after all these years. By the way,” she added, as she turned to go, “Jennifer moved back a few months ago.” She said something else, but the crowd had swept her too far away and I could not hear what it was.

Outside, a damp gray mist hung in the cool night air. A long line of limousines jammed the street in front of the hotel. Women in slinky evening gowns that trailed below their fashionable furs chattered with each other, or stood alone, distant and impassive, while they waited for their rides. Harried-looking men were waving their arms and yelling at their drivers, as if that would make things move faster. In the middle of it all, his head held high, a whistle firmly between his teeth, a man was holding up one hand to force cars to stop, while he used the other to wave the traffic through. Wearing a frayed, filthy brown coat, and tattered, moth-holed woolen gloves, his greasy hair flew in all directions as, obliv-ious of everything else, he listened intently to the voice inside his head telling him what to do.

I stood at the edge of the sidewalk, the collar of my blue cash-mere topcoat pulled close to my throat, watching this strange apparition with its empty eyes and mechanical motions. Over and over again, the screeching whistle, the arm thrust out, the other arm moving underneath it in a wide sweeping curve. Had he been dressed in a police officer’s uniform, everyone would have done exactly as he ordered and been grateful he was there. Dressed as he was, they simply looked away, as if, in a parody of his own madness, by not seeing him he would somehow cease to exist.

The cold cut through me like a knife. I stuffed my hands into the overcoat pockets and walked away. I had left my car in the garage at my office, a few blocks away. After I passed the courthouse, I cut diagonally across the narrow park on the other side.

Reflected through the cold, dense air, the dim nighttime lights from the surrounding buildings covered it with an ash white haze.

I felt a shooting pain in my left leg and had to stop. It had not bothered me for years, and now it seemed to bother me all the time. A few seconds later and the pain had gone. I tested the leg a few careful steps, and then, just as I started to resume my normal pace, I saw them, looming out of the mist just in front of me. Two men with matted gray hair and tangled gray beards, knit caps pulled down over their ears, one in front and one behind a metal shopping cart, both of them staring straight ahead, like the lookout and the pilot of a sailing ship gliding silently through the fog-shrouded sea, were stopped next to a trash can. Without a word, without a gesture, the one in back waited while the one in front lifted the lid and reached inside. He removed a single aluminum can, placed it on the concrete walkway, straightened up, pulled the cart forward, and stopped again. Without a word, without a glance, the other one, the shadow of the first, placed his foot on the can and crushed it flat. Bending down, he picked it up and placed it inside the basket. There was no wasted motion, no loss of time; they were the perfect expression of the soul-less efficiency that had, at the end, left these two lost survivors to wander through the city, searching for a few cents’ worth of waste. I watched them as they moved on to the next trash can, where they repeated the same silent motions. Then I lost them as they slipped away into the vast impenetrable night.

I rode the elevator down to the underground garage where I had left my car. Harsh yellow overhead light illuminated the center pavement and projected the shadow of anything that moved on the cold concrete walls. With the smell of damp cement in my nostrils, I listened to my footsteps echo back at me, a sharp staccato noise. Or was it an echo? I stopped, stood still, listening to the echo fade away. Nothing. I took another step, and stopped again. There seemed to be a second sound, following close upon the first. I turned around, searching the distance behind me. There was no one there, at least no one I could see. I moved quickly to my car and locked it from the inside as I started the engine. I glanced in the rearview mirror and began to back out.

As I put the car into drive, I glanced again into the mirror. Two wild malevolent eyes were staring at me. Someone was in the back seat, directly behind me. My head snapped around. It was empty. They were behind the car, not in it. I shoved my foot down on the accelerator, grabbed the wheel with both hands, and took one last look in the rearview mirror. There was nothing; the garage was empty. But someone had been there, I was sure of it.

I had seen him with my own eyes.

By the time I drove out onto the street, I was not sure what I had seen, and began to think I had just imagined the whole thing. The mind does strange things while the sun still sleeps.

 


Ten

_______

It was nearly ten o’clock before I opened my eyes. For a few minutes I lay there wondering if I could fall back to sleep. Finally, I dragged myself out of bed and stumbled, bleary-eyed, into the bathroom. I stood in front of the toilet, staring down at the bowl, watching the ripples spread in the water until I was finished. Then I stepped into the shower and slowly changed the water temperature from hot to warm to as cold as I could stand it. When I was younger and drank too much, I did it to get sober; now I just did it to force myself to wake up.

I threw on a dark blue T-shirt and a pair of jeans and walked barefoot to the kitchen and made a cup of coffee. I was almost finished with the Sunday paper when the doorbell rang. No one had buzzed from the gate at the bottom of the drive, and I was not expecting anyone. Annoyed at the intrusion, I opened the door.

“Yes?” I demanded irritably.

A woman, tall, willowy, with black hair and wide sloping eyes, was standing in front of me. She was wearing a yellow dress, with a white sweater thrown around her shoulders. Her chin was tilted back at an angle, and a half-mocking smile played on her mouth.

I knew that look and, though it must in some ways have changed in all the years that had passed, I knew that face.

“Yes?” I asked again, starting to smile.

“Have you forgotten me, Joey?” she said, teasing me with her eyes. She pronounced my name in a soft, low, lilting voice, as if she did not want to let go. It was the same way she had said it on her front porch, sometime after midnight about a hundred years before, when we were both just kids and I was in love with her the way I would never be in love with anyone again.

We looked at each other, not quite certain what to say. Her gaze drifted away, and all her bright, shiny confidence seemed ready to turn and run. I put my arm around her waist and her arm encircled my neck, and for a minute we clung to each other.

“I saw your sister last night, and she told me that …”

“She called me late last night,” Jennifer explained as we stepped back from each other. “A friend of hers, someone she works with—

Harper something—told her where you lived.”

“Come in, come in,” I said, stepping aside.

“How did you get through the gate?” I asked as she looked around the living room.

“It was wide open.”

Then I remembered. “I forgot to lock it last night when I got home.”

It was a lie. I had not forgotten. I did not lock it because, afraid of what might be lurking in the shadows, I did not want to get out of the car. I had not seen her in years and I still did not want her to know that I was capable of courage only if I thought someone was watching.

She walked around the living room as if she had been there before and was making certain that everything was still the way she remembered it. With her hand trailing behind her, barely touching the spines of the books that lined the shelves, she moved the length of the bookcase that covered one wall. When she reached the end, she looked back.

“Remember I told you that you were too serious for me? You always knew exactly what you wanted to do. You always had such great plans. I didn’t think much beyond the next weekend.” She laughed, softly, and her mouth twisted down at the corners, tender and sad. “Maybe if I had been more like you, things would have been different.”

As soon as she said it, she shook her head, embarrassed, and laughed again. “I didn’t come here to complain about my life.

Honest. I came to ask if you’d like to go for a ride. Like old times,” she added.

It would not have occurred to me to say no, but I felt somehow awkward and stupid, like someone who does not know quite how they are supposed to act. I could not know how much she had changed, and I could only wonder how different I was from the way she must have remembered me.

“Where would you like to go?” I asked, sounding stiff and formal and every bit the pompous fool.

She looked at me again with that same half-mocking smile, that look that had always told me that she knew more about me than I ever would myself.

“Does it matter?”

“No,” I admitted with a laugh. “Doesn’t matter at all.”

I changed as quickly as I could into a pair of slacks and an ox-ford shirt. When I came back downstairs she had left the living room and found her way into the library. She was standing on her tiptoes, gazing up at a row of books on the top shelf bound in green and gold leather.

“The collected works of Francis Bacon,” she said when she became aware of my presence. “Have you really read all of this?”

I leaned against the door, my arms folded across my chest, and shook my head. “Not only have I not read them, they don’t really even belong to me. They were given to me, along with the house.

A judge, the kindest, most intelligent man I ever knew, left it to me when he died. I think he thought I might be able to learn something.”

She smiled at me from across the room. “And have you—

learned anything?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Marry the first girl you fall in love with. Nothing is ever as good as that.”

Outside, on the front steps of the porch, she let her eye wander across the green grass lawn and the flower gardens filled with azaleas and beyond that to a stand of fir trees at the fence.

“Reminds me of that song,” she said, as she stood next to her car, her hand on the door. She wrinkled her nose and tossed her head. “The fool who lives on the hill.”

“The old fool who lives on the hill,” I said as I climbed into her shiny black Porsche convertible.

“Nice car,” I remarked with deliberate understatement.

She reached into the console between the red leather seats and pulled out a pair of dark glasses. “Married badly, divorced well,”

she remarked as she put them on.

She started the engine, then turned to me, an innocent mischievous smile on her face, as she unfastened the ribbon with which she had tied her hair. “Ready?”

Leaning against the passenger door, my arms folded loosely, I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

As soon as I said it, she ducked her head, jammed her foot down on the accelerator, and threw it into gear. I grabbed the side of the seat with one hand and braced myself against the dashboard with the other. The car hurtled down the drive and onto the street. Her long black hair was flying back around her face and over her shoulders, the wind whipping it into long twisted tangles. Her eyes were fastened on the road in front of her. She drove with one hand on the wheel and the other on the gearshift knob. Darting in and out of traffic without bothering to signal or even to look, she left it to everyone else to get out of the way.

Leaning toward her, I shouted above the whining roar of the engine, “You’re still the worst driver I’ve ever seen!”

She slid the dark glasses down to the tip of her nose and glanced across at me. “You forget,” she yelled back, “I used to drive like this!” Clutching the wheel with both hands, she closed her eyes and laughed as if it was the most fun she had had in years.

I grabbed the wheel away from her and held it steady. The speedometer was edging past ninety. “I was only kidding. You were always a great driver.”

“Remember the MG? British racing green? You didn’t mind the way I drove then.”

“When I was eighteen I thought I’d live forever.” I started to laugh. “Of course in those days I thought forever meant forty-five at the outside.”

“I liked that MG,” she said, looking straight ahead, her head held high. “It was safe.” She darted her eyes at me and then looked back at the road. “It didn’t have a back seat.”

We drove to the coast and followed the highway south as it curved through dark forested headlands and high rocky cliffs beaten smooth by the sea. We crawled through oceanside towns, waiting at crosswalks for the tourists and day-trippers eager to see the huckster shops filled with candy and myrtlewood carvings or to visit the coffee shops and ice cream parlors on the other side of the street. The April sun beat down through the cloudless sky, drying against our skin the cool salt air. As we drove on, I closed my eyes and slouched down until my head was resting against the top of the seat. The breeze that blew by us had a chill to it, but the sun was warm on my face and I felt as drowsy as the boy I had once been, when I slept with a blanket pulled up under my chin while my feet stuck out the other end.

We barely spoke. We had not even talked about where we were going. I could not count the number of times we had come here, to the coast, on a weekend day, stopping wherever we felt like it, and seldom the same place twice. We had always come in her car, and Jennifer always drove. She loved it and never got tired of it, the sheer, hypnotic thrill of taking a car high around a corner and then flat out through a straight stretch of road. I used to watch her, the constant, fluid motion of her hands and arms and wrists, the fixed determined look in her eyes, the way she laughed when she had taken the machine right to the edge of what it could do. In the shared silence of those day-long drives, I had felt closer to her than I had ever felt to anyone before, or ever felt again.

Jennifer pulled off the road onto a promontory high above the sea, and parked the car in front of a restaurant that had been there as long as I could remember. It was a long, lowlying wooden frame building that looked like a roadhouse, the kind you once saw in movies where long-legged women sat at the corner of the bar, staring through languid, half-closed eyes into the cigarette smoke that danced slowly into the air with every provocative breath they took.

We found a booth next to a window that overlooked a small cove. Down below, on the rock-covered inlet, waving their arms in the air, children ran into the water and then, when it was up to their knees, tumbled back to shore.

“Do you remember this place?” Jennifer asked as she studied the menu. “We stopped here the first time we came to the coast together.” She glanced at me over the top of the menu. Her dark glasses were on the table. The lines at the edges of her eyes, barely noticeable before, spread out and deepened as she smiled.

“It hasn’t changed, has it?”

I followed her gaze around the busy dining room. A man in his early thirties was sitting at a table with his blond wife and their three blond children, talking to someone on his cell phone.

One of his children was playing with a handheld video game. At the far end of the restaurant, next to the steps that led up to the bar, a bearded, heavyset man was sitting alone, drinking coffee, his plump fingers tapping slowly on the keyboard of a slim lap-top computer.

“The restaurant hasn’t changed,” I replied.

“Neither has the menu,” she said, inspecting the cracked plastic surface of the art deco cover.

The waitress, a woman in her late forties with a cupid mouth and a quick smile, took a short yellow pencil out of her graying blond hair and jotted down our order on a green paper notebook, the kind that wind up stuck on a spindle next to the cash register. I watched her walk away. “I think she waited on us last time. I remember her. A cute blond high school kid.”

My eyes came back to Jennifer. “Your sister said you moved back a few months ago. She’s really the society editor? It’s hard to believe. I don’t think I ever saw her in a dress.” I was going off in all directions at once. I stopped and shrugged helplessly.

“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked quietly.

“Do you know how long it’s been? I couldn’t even be sure you still remembered me. If Lisa hadn’t called last night and told me that she had seen you, and told me that you lived alone, I don’t know if I ever would have …”

“You don’t believe for a minute that I could have forgotten you. I was in love with you. I was always in love with you.”

The waitress brought our food, and for a while we talked about nothing but the mundane details of everyday life, like two old friends who had never been more than a few months apart.

“Why didn’t you ever get married?” she asked, pushing her dish aside. She had barely touched her food.

I tried to make a joke out of it. “You ruined me for other women.”

“No, really,” she said, searching my eyes.

“In a way, it’s true. I never had that same feeling again. Not for a long time. Just a few years ago,” I said, gazing out the window. The sea stretched out in the distance and then, at the far horizon, dropped off into the sky. “There was someone I wanted to marry.”

“What happened?” she asked sympathetically.

“Nothing,” I said, turning back to her. “She wasn’t in love with me. We lived together for a while, and then she left.”

I did not want to talk about it, not even with her. “What about you?”

This time, she looked away and watched the children play on the beach.

“Remember the summer after your first year in college, the summer after I graduated from high school? Remember that August, the night before I was leaving for Europe, when we stayed up until three o’clock in the morning, talking about what we wanted to do?”

She was still watching out the window, a distant look in her eyes. “Remember when you asked me to marry you? Remember what I said?”

“That you weren’t ready for that yet, but that maybe someday, when you were older …”

“Yes, but then you remember the letter I wrote you the next day, just before I left, the letter—”

“What letter? I never got a letter.”

Her eyes seemed to freeze, and then, slowly, she turned away from the window. “The letter I left at your house. The letter I gave to your mother to give to you.”

“She never— What did it say? What did you write to me?”

“That you were right, that there was no reason to wait, that I was in love with you, that we should get married just like you said.”

“I never got it,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “She never gave it to me. Why would she have done that?”

We both knew the answer. My mother had tried to control everything I ever did. It was one of the reasons I had decided to go so far away to school.

“She thought I’d ruin your life. She expected you to do great things.”

“That was her all right. She was always trying to run my life, but I still can’t believe that she—!” I stopped myself and laughed derisively. I knew it was true, and despite that I had still felt this strange irrational compulsion to say something in my mother’s defense. “I believe it. It’s exactly what she would have done. And it worked, didn’t it? I never got the letter. All I knew when I left you that night was that you said you would think about what we talked about. I never heard from you again. I went back to school and I didn’t come home again until the summer after my senior year, the summer before I started law school. You know why I didn’t come home? Because I knew if I did, I’d try to see you again, and I knew—I thought I knew—that would just make things worse.”

We were looking at each other and thinking of ourselves, all the ephemeral events of our lives, wondering how much different things might have been, astonished to discover that everything that had happened had been a kind of fiction that began with a lie.

“Maybe your mother was right,” Jennifer said. “I might have ruined your life. I was selfish, self-absorbed, and sometimes even cruel. And we were so young! If we’d gotten married, how long do you think it would have lasted? And then what would have happened?”

I felt again inside me the vast emptiness of that next year away at school, the awful sense that nothing mattered anymore and that I had become the unwilling spectator of my own meaning-less life.

“It would have lasted,” I said, certain it was true because everything else had been so false.

She smiled and touched my hand. “It’s nice that you still think that.”

The waitress cleared away the dishes and brought coffee. It was after two and only a few people were left in the restaurant. The sunlight slanted through the window and I twisted around against the corner of the booth to avoid the glare.

“That’s the way you always used to sit. You never sat up straight.

You always slouched like that, and you’d look at me with those big brown eyes of yours, always sulking about something.” She hesitated, as if there was something she wanted to tell me, but was not sure she should. “I fell in love with someone once because he had eyes like yours, brown eyes that seemed to look right through me.”

“Is he the one you married?”

It took a moment for her to remember that we knew next to nothing about the way we had lived our lives. “No. I was married at the time, but not to him. I met him at a country club dinner. Some friends of ours from college had invited us. They brought along a friend of theirs who was visiting from Chicago.

He had your eyes. I think I fell in love with him before they finished introducing us …” Her voice trailed off, and she gazed out the window at the ocean lying motionless under the sun.

“We danced together,” she said, still staring out the window.

“We were in the middle of the dance floor.” She took one last look and then turned back to me. “One moment we were dancing, and the next moment, while everyone was dancing all around us, we stopped, stopped still, right in the middle of the dance, and he said, ‘Leave with me, now, right now. Let’s just walk off the dance floor and never come back.’ “

She looked at me as if she had just made a confession and was waiting for me to pass judgment.

“Did you want to? Leave with him, and never come back?”

“More than anything.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I felt sorry for my husband, because I’d never loved him.”

“Never loved him?” I asked, confused. “Then why did you marry him in the first place?”

“Because he raped me,” she said simply. “You know how it used to be in those days. Everyone used to drink too much and then use it as an excuse for things they wanted to do anyway. It wasn’t really rape, not in the way we usually mean it. We’d been to a fraternity party and we had both had a lot to drink. We were parked in his car, necking, that’s all. Then he tried to do more than that, and I told him not to, and when he wouldn’t quit, I shoved him away from me and told him to take me back.”

She lowered her eyes, and with a wistful look slowly stirred the cup with a spoon. “He didn’t take me back,” she said as she lifted the cup to her mouth, holding it with both hands. She sipped the coffee and then placed the cup back in the saucer.

“Anyway, I got pregnant and we got married. That’s how it worked in those days, remember?” she asked, a faint, reluctant trace of defiance flashing for just a moment through her eyes.

“Why didn’t you—?”

“Have an abortion? I’d done that once already. I wasn’t going to do it again.” Her eyes flared again, followed closely by a sad, apologetic smile. “It was a long time ago, Joey. We were just kids.”

We left the restaurant and found a bench at the edge of the cliff, next to a wooden staircase that led down to the beach.

Above the low roar of the ocean, we listened to the shouts of the children playing and tried not to think too much about what might have been. After a while we got back in the car and drove along the shore, like two aimless wanderers with no place to call home.

“We lived in Los Angeles, until four years ago, when we got a divorce, and he moved back to Seattle. My son, Andrew, is a producer. Television shows. He’s done very well. I’m a grandmother, for God’s sakes. Twice. A boy and a girl, eight and six.”

It was what every parent wanted to think, that their child had done well. My parents had thought it about me, and I guessed Jennifer’s parents had thought the same thing about her. It was, I imagined, one of those instincts that must come with having a child of your own, the capacity to limit your memory to what was only seen in the best possible light.

“Did you ever see him again?”

Her eyes stayed on the road. “The man at the country club?”

She wrinkled her nose. “The man!” She laughed, struck by how incongruous it all seemed now. “He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five or twenty-six. He was just a boy. And I was only twenty-four, just a girl.” The smile lingered a moment longer, then faded away. “Yes,” she said finally. “I mean, no. I never saw him again. He called me, left me his number. In case I ever changed my mind, he said. I kept it for a while, then I threw it away. If I’d kept it any longer, I would have changed my mind.”

On the way back, we stopped and watched the sun slide down the sky and dissolve into a liquid orange fire that spread out across the horizon as it pulled down the darkness over the edge of the sea. And then we left, the lights of the Porsche slashing the night as we followed the narrow road that cut through the coastal range and took us back to the city.

“Want to have dinner tomorrow night?” I asked, as casually as I could, when she dropped me off at the house.

“Call me tomorrow.” She leaned over and kissed me on the side of my face. I watched her drive away, and thought about all the years I had missed, all the things that might have been.

When I got inside, I picked up the telephone and dialed the number. No one answered but I let it ring anyway. Finally, she picked it up, and I heard her frail voice.

“It’s me, Joseph,” I said brusquely.

“Oh, hello, dear. I was asleep. Is everything all right?”

I had forgotten the three-hour time difference between here and North Carolina where my mother lived with her second husband in a retirement community.

“Do you remember Jennifer Frazier?” I asked. The anger that had been building inside me was suddenly replaced by a feeling of helpless fatigue.

“No,” she said, “I don’t think so. Was she a friend of yours?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said quietly. “I just called to see if you were okay. Sorry I forgot how late it is there.”

My mother had kept Jennifer’s letter and changed two lives forever, and had dismissed it from her mind as a matter of no great consequence. It was probably better that she did not remember. She would still have insisted that she had been right.

 


Eleven

_______

Iheard it on the radio the next morning on my way to the office. The police had made an arrest in the murder of Judge Calvin Jeffries. According to a police department spokesman, no other details, not even the name of the suspect, would be released until a formal press conference, tentatively scheduled for five o’clock in the afternoon.

The timing was anything but accidental. I had seen it often enough before, the brief preliminary announcement, followed by a day-long wait; the rumors started and then denied in a way that made it seem certain they were true; the frenetic race among reporters to be the first one to get the story right before there was any story to tell; and then, finally, the press conference itself scheduled at the time when the local television news shows would have no choice but to carry it live. The chief of police, the head of the state police, the lead investigator, everyone who had played a prominent part in the search for the killer, would stand in front of the camera, surrounded by every politician who could bluff or cajole his way onto the stage, and explain in muted monotones the highly efficient way in which they had developed and explored thousands of different leads and how all their painstaking patience had finally paid off. It was the law enforcement equivalent of a military parade. Watching it, everyone felt safe, secure, protected by a well-trained and well-equipped force of dedicated men and women. They caught a killer and called it a victory; someone had been murdered and no one even wondered whether that might not have been a defeat.

My investigator, Howard Flynn, was waiting for me when I arrived at the office, hidden behind a section of the newspaper.

“Come in, Howard,” I said without stopping.

Squeezed tight between the arms of a straight-back chair, Flynn shoved himself up and followed behind me. While I settled into the leather chair behind my desk, Flynn, breathing heavily, lowered himself into the blue wingback chair directly in front. He looked like an aging bouncer in one of those bars where the drinks are watered and the customers too drunk to care. Over six feet tall, and well over two hundred thirty pounds, the skin at the back of his short, squat neck lay in taut, thick folds, as if a hangman had decided that a single rope could never hold him.

His face was blotched like a red rash. Reddish brown hair, graying at the sides, swept back from a flat forehead in a series of small, sharp waves. He was wearing what he always wore, a brown plaid sports coat and a solid brown tie. The left collar of his starched white shirt curled up at the tip, and the thread on the top button had begun to unravel. Without a word he pulled out a pack of Camels and lit one up.

“You quit drinking,” I remarked as I glanced through the stack of papers my secretary had left on my desk. “Don’t you think it’s time you quit that, too?”

“And make the same mistake twice?” Flynn asked in a gruff voice. He took a long drag, and then added, as if it was the end of all argument on the subject, “I’m Catholic.”

Each excuse he offered became more bizarre. “What?” I asked, astonished. “What do you mean? The reason you don’t quit is because you’re Catholic?”

He shrugged. “I’m Catholic. That means I believe in the here-after.” He paused as if this was some fine point of theology. “And that means that I’m not some goddamn health nut who doesn’t care about anything except how nice and pink his goddamn lungs are.”

Knitting my brow, I shook my head and studied him through half-closed eyes. “You really should have been a priest. With that kind of logic you might have become a cardinal.”

A faint smile formed on his heavy mouth. “Listen. I became a lawyer. How much more Jesuitical can you be than that?”

We exchanged a glance, a silent acknowledgment of what we both understood and never talked about.

Flynn looked away, the cigarette dangling in his pudgy fingers as he stared out the window. In the distance across the river the snow on the peak of Mt. Hood shimmered a rosy pink in the early morning sun.

“Actually, I was going to be a priest once. My mother wanted me to.” He caught my reaction out of the corner of his eye. “No, really,” he insisted. “I’m not making it up. I was an altar boy.

True story. For almost a year.” He raised his hand to his face and sucked on the cigarette that was stuck between his fingers like a nail driven through a board. “Then the goddamn priest decided he liked me.”

I thought I knew what he meant. “Liked you?”

“Yeah. He tried to put his hands on me. I never went back. My mother never quite got over it.”

“What the priest did?”

“No. I never told her about that. It would have destroyed her.

She was about as devout as they come.”

Leaning forward, I searched his tired, red-rimmed eyes. “You never told her? Not even later on?”

The single strand of smoke twisting up from the burning cigarette spread out into a slow-turning gray-marbled haze. Flynn stared into it, lost in the shapeless shifting design of something that had no plan, no purpose, nothing but the free-working forces of chance.

With one last drag, he blew what was left of it straight ahead, watching it like it was a river running into the sea.

“No,” he said finally, looking back at me. “What good would it have done?”

“Some people would tell you that things like this have to be brought out into the open; that you have to talk about things that happened to you as a child if you’re going to get on with your life.”

Pursing his dry lips, Flynn nodded thoughtfully. “Shows you what the fuck they know, doesn’t it?” A jaundiced smile crawled onto his mouth as he rolled his wrists over and opened his thick-fingered hands. “I mean, I just talked about it with you, and I hate to tell you, but I don’t feel any different about it now than I did before. Besides, you’re forgetting something. For a priest, the guy wasn’t that bad-looking.”

Shaking my head, I turned my chair until it was at a right angle to the desk. My eye caught the small clock I kept on the corner.

It was just seven-thirty.

“What are you doing here, anyway? You were supposed to come by this afternoon.”

I had known Flynn for years, and he had never once been on time. If he showed up within an hour either side of when he said, he thought you had nothing to complain about. Any later than that, he would shrug his shoulders and look at you with those ruined eyes that seemed to chronicle centuries of destruction and offer the same excuse he was giving me now.

“I’ve been in the program more than fifteen years. I do what they tell me. I take it one day at a time. But sometimes I have a little trouble keeping track of the hours.”

It did not make any sense at all, and I knew exactly what he meant.

“Tell me something,” I said, my eyes fixed on him as I tilted my head back and to the side. “How come I haven’t fired you?”

“Probably because you never hired me.”

“You sure?”

“No, not really. I started doing this kind of work sometime after they kicked me out of the law, but before I stopped drinking.”

“Well, I must have hired you then.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I just showed up one day. Why?

You want to fire me now?”

I hesitated, as if I wanted to think it over. “No,” I said finally.

“You’d probably sue me, and the way I remember it, you were a pretty good lawyer.”

The grin faded from his face. He bent his head and slowly worked his jaw back and forth. “Not bad, I guess,” he said, looking up, and then quickly changed the subject. “I finished everything on those two cases.”

He reached down and opened the black briefcase he had set on the floor next to him. The stitching on the leather handles was frayed and one of the hinges was loose. He handed me two neatly marked file folders, containing the results of the investigations he had done on cases, both of which were still months away from trial. I was more interested in what he thought about the arrest in the Jeffries murder. He had not heard about it, and when I told him, he had no reaction. I wondered if it was because, deep down, he had hoped that whoever had killed Jeffries would not get caught.

It was a sentiment I could not entirely be sure I had not harbored myself, somewhere in the deep recesses of my soul. It was an evil, fugitive thought, the kind no one would admit, but one that would have been infinitely more excusable in Flynn’s case than in mine.

Without wanting to, Jeffries had helped make my name as a lawyer; he had made certain Flynn would never practice law again.

“You didn’t hear anything about who they were looking at?” I asked, anxious for the latest rumor. “No idea who it might be?”

He studied his hands, held in his lap, then raised his head, searched my eyes for a second, and looked away. When he looked back, there was a glint in his eye, whether of malice or amusement I could not tell.

“If I was still drinking,” he remarked with wry sarcasm, “I would have suspected myself.” With an effort, he shoved himself up and sat erect in the chair. “No, that’s not true. Well, it might have been true then. Not now,” he added, shaking his head like someone trying to free himself of a bad memory. “He did me a favor.”

“Did you a favor?” I asked, incredulous and a little irritated.

“Because he’s dead, you think you’re supposed to forgive him—

just forget about it? After what he did?”

Flynn put his arms on the edge of the desk and bent forward.

“What exactly would you suggest I do? Go out to the cemetery and kick a little dirt on his grave? It was fifteen—no, sixteen—

years ago. You weren’t there. Do you have any idea how drunk I was or what I said to him?”

He could not help himself. As the memory of what he had done, what he had said, came back, he remembered it all, and there was still a part of him that was glad he had done it.

“I got so damn tired of being put down by him, and the way he used to interrupt me to correct something I’d said, sometimes just the way I had pronounced a word. The bastard was relentless. He enjoyed it. You should have seen his eyes. You remember those eyes? The way they cut right through you. And that smug little thin-lipped smile of his. And all you could do was stand there and say: ‘Yes, your honor. No, your honor.’ It was like standing in front of your father after he had just beat the hell out of you with his belt and agreeing that you did something wrong and deserved everything you got. I couldn’t take it anymore.” He paused, clenched his teeth, and shook his head. “I couldn’t take anything anymore,” he said, a bitter look in his eyes. “Not one more thing. I tied one on. God, was I drunk! And I marched into his courtroom and called him every name in the book and then some. Hell, I don’t even remember most of what I called him.”

He laughed helplessly. “But I’ll never forget that look on his face.

‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ he demanded. His face was all flushed. His eyes were popping right out of his head.”

Flynn thought of something. “You know how when you’re drunk—really drunk—there’s a place inside your head, the place where you watch yourself make an idiot of yourself and think it’s really kind of funny? Well, as soon as I heard Jeffries say that—

‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’—I had a whole speech ready, but the only part of it that came out was, ‘I have the privilege, your honor, to be addressing the biggest asshole in the western world.’ I think I even bowed.”

“You did bow,” I said. Flynn looked at me, a quizzical expression on his face. “That became part of the legend,” I explained.

“It was the first thing the two deputy sheriffs who dragged you out of there told everyone. ‘Called Jeffries an asshole and then he bowed.’ That’s the way the story got handed down. After that, for months, every time a lawyer had to appear in front of Jeffries, as soon as he finished, as soon as he said ‘Thank you, your honor’

and turned to leave, he’d whisper to the lawyer who was coming up next, ‘And then he bowed,’ just to see if he could make him laugh while Jeffries was watching.”

“And all this time I thought my short-lived legal career had been a failure,” Flynn drawled as he got to his feet. He stood in front of the desk, a pensive expression on his face. “The police came to see me about this.”

I could scarcely believe it. “His murder?”

“Yeah. Just routine stuff. But they knew all about what happened. They knew I’d been disbarred and that it was because of Jeffries.”

“How would they have known about that?”

“With all the pressure they were under, they must have looked at every case he ever had anything to do with. And besides, I was a legend, remember? As soon as they started asking around the courthouse about who might have held a grudge, who might have wanted to kill him, my name was bound to come up.”

“They never talked to me,” I objected.

“Maybe you should sue them for defamation.”

“So what did they want to know? Where you were that night?”

I asked. I was smiling because I knew where he was nearly every night.

“Yeah. I told them I was at an AA meeting. Stupid cop—he was young—asks me if I’m an alcoholic. I say no, I just go there because it’s the only place left I can still smoke.”

His eye wandered around the room, surveying the gold-sealed diplomas and the framed degrees; the hundreds of uniform cloth-covered volumes that contained thousands of appellate court decisions; the thick treatises on criminal procedure and the law of evidence and the endless updated alphabetized manuals on the criminal law; all the books every lawyer owns and seldom takes the time to read.

“I liked being a lawyer,” he said, thoughtfully. He took a deep breath and let out a long, soulful sigh. Glancing back at me, he flashed an apologetic smile. “But Jeffries was right. I had no business being one. Not like that.”

“You needed help, that’s all. You shouldn’t even have been suspended. You should have been put into a residential treatment program. That’s what anyone else would have done.”

Flynn was not convinced. “Sometimes you have to hit bottom.

I’m serious. Jeffries did me a favor. The law was all I had left, and when that was taken away …” As the thought finished itself, he remembered something else. “I once wrote him a letter of apology. It was part of the treatment. You were supposed to write to everyone that had been hurt by your drinking. I wrote to Jeffries, read the letter out loud in front of everyone in my group. I meant it, too. Every word of it. I was really sorry.”

I got up from behind the desk and walked him out to the elevator. “Did Jeffries ever write back?”

Flynn laid his hand on my shoulder. “I wrote it so I would feel bad, not so he’d feel good. I never sent it to him,” he said with a wry grin. “Screw him.”

It reminded me of the letter that was still sitting in my desk drawer, the one I had forgotten to mail.

“Why don’t you take the case,” Flynn said as the elevator arrived.

I did not know what he was talking about. “What case?” I asked as he stepped inside.

“The case of whoever they charge with killing Jeffries,” he replied, holding the door open with his hand. “Whoever did it probably had a pretty good excuse.”

A few minutes later, at precisely eight o’clock, my secretary, Helen Lundgren, hung her coat in the closet and with her usual efficiency entered my office with both hands full. “Finished with those?” she asked, nodding her forehead toward the stack of files she had left at the end of the day on Friday. Before I could answer, she dropped another manila folder in front of me. “This is the one you need for court this morning.  State v. Anderson.  Motion Calendar. Nine-thirty.” Her left hand now free, she placed it on my arm so I would not move while she set a steaming cup of coffee down on the desk next to the file.

She moved all around me, arranging files, issuing instructions, a bare-bones skeleton of a woman, with sharp pointed elbows and razor thin legs, a shrill high-pitched voice and dark black eyes that were always darting from one thing to another, as if she could never quite decide which emergency to handle first. I told her I needed to send a letter, and before I had finished the sentence, she was on the other side of the desk, perched on the edge of the chair, a pencil held at attention just above the steno pad open on her bony knees.

I handed her the envelope that had been entrusted to me by Elliott Winston and asked her to find the home address for Calvin Jeffries and send it on to his wife. Then I dictated a short note explaining the circumstances under which I had received it, and added at the end a few words expressing my condolences for her loss.

Helen’s blue-veined hand flew across the page. “Anything else?”

she asked as she snapped the notebook shut and rose from the chair. With the question still echoing in the air, she turned and walked rapidly back to her desk.

“No, I guess not,” I said to the vacant chair.

When it was time to leave, I found her hunched over the keyboard of her computer, peering intently at the monitor while her red-lacquered fingers added new language to an old form.

“I’m going to court,” I announced, my hand on the doorknob.

A furtive smile creased the corners of her mouth. “It’s a little chilly out. Better take your coat,” she said dryly, her eyes fixed on the screen.

I started to open the door and she stopped typing. “Would you drop this in the mail slot next to the elevator?” She handed me a large envelope. “It’s what you wanted me to send to Mrs. Jeffries.”







Television trucks were parked on both sides of the park that separated the county courthouse from the police department, waiting for any news they could get from either the police or the district attorney’s office. There had been an arrest, but nothing had been said about an indictment. Every journalist in town had a question they were dying to ask, and they were willing to ask it of anyone they could get to answer. One reporter, microphone in hand, stood on the sidewalk at the courthouse entrance and asked anyone who happened to walk past what they thought about the news that the killer of Calvin Jeffries had been arrested. He stopped a young blue-eyed blonde, so attractive that everyone around stopped to watch. Gazing down at her, he adjusted his tie and asked what she thought should happen to the killer of Judge Jeffries.

“Who?” she asked with a glittering blank smile that for a moment made him forget the question.

“Cut,” he said, shaking his head, as he let the microphone dan-gle down from the cord he held in his hands.

Inside, journalists prowled the hallways, talking to bailiffs, court clerks, anyone they knew who might know something they did not. On the second floor, as I was making my way to the courtroom at the end of the hall where the presiding circuit court judge took care of all the preliminary motions made before a case was set for trial, Harper Bryce caught up with me. Before he could ask me anything, I held up my hands.

“It’s not true, Harper. They did not arrest me; I’m not out on bail; and I don’t think I’m even a suspect.” I looked first one way, then the other. “But off the record, just between you and me, I did it. I swore I’d get even with him, and I did.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re in a strange mood. I wasn’t going to ask you about the Jeffries killing. I know who killed him. I mean, I know who they arrested,” he said, remembering the supposed sensibilities of defense lawyers to the distinction between guilt and accusation.

“You know?” I asked, just as we reached the courtroom.

“You have something in there?” he asked, nodding toward the door. My hand was already on the handle. “Is it going to take long?”

“What I’ve got won’t take more than two or three minutes. Depends on how long I have to wait.”

We went in together and sat in the back row. At the front, Quincy Griswald, who had taken Jeffries’s place as presiding circuit court judge, was trying to control his temper. Griswald had nothing like the brilliance of his predecessor, and the knowledge that he could never dominate a judicial proceeding through the sheer force of his intellect had gnawed at him like a worm that was slowly and painfully eating him alive.

“What’s your name?” he asked peremptorily, a contemptuous sneer on his haggard face.

The young assistant district attorney froze in mid-sentence, hesitated long enough to be sure he meant it, and then, with a slightly bewildered look in her eyes, replied, “Cassandra Loescher, your honor.”

“I ask that,” he remarked, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “because I thought we had better start with something you might actually know.”

She stared at him in a way that made it obvious that this was not the first time she had been subject to his abuse. Dropping on the table in front of her the brief she had just begun to read, she hunched her broad shoulders, planted her feet wide apart, and put her hands on her hips. “I always look forward to the opportunity to learn,” she said with cool detachment.

Narrowing his eyes, Griswald cast a sharp glance at this self-assured show of defiance. “Then learn this,” he said in a voice full of menace. “Once I’ve made a ruling, that’s the end of it. The answer was no when you first filed this last week and it is no again today. There is not going to be a continuance. Trial begins tomorrow morning, as scheduled.”

She recognized her mistake. With a deferential smile she tried to appeal to his better nature. “But, your honor, this is an unusually complicated case, involving three different defendants, and Mrs. Hall, who has been in charge since the first arrest nearly a year ago, is still in the hospital, and—”

Griswald stopped her dead. “Prosecutors are incapacitated all the time. Some of them even practice law that way. Somebody else can take her place.” With a backward flick of his hand, he waved her off, as he looked down at his copy of the docket, ready to call the next case.

She took a deep breath and pulled herself up to her full height.

“As I was saying, your honor, the state renews its motion for a continuance on the ground and for the reason that—”

Griswald bolted forward, jabbing his finger into the air. “How many times do I have to say no? Now get out of here,” he yelled at the top of his voice, “before I have the bailiff throw you out!”

The blood rushed to her face. “Yes, your honor,” she said through tight-clenched teeth. Trembling with rage, she grabbed the brief from the table and threw him a wrathful glance. She raised her chin like a flag of battle. “Thank you, your honor,” she said, and then turned on her heel and marched out of the courtroom.

I leaned toward Harper. “What was it the governor said the other night? The law has only reason to protect it?”

While Harper rolled his eyes, I started toward the counsel table in front. Griswald had just called my case.

“Yes, Mr. Antonelli?” Griswald asked as he jotted a note on a file.

I waited until he looked up and then, with a shrug, tossed my head slightly to the side. “You’re never going to believe this, your honor, but—”

“How much of a continuance do you need?”

“A month. We have a problem with a witness. The state doesn’t oppose the motion,” I reported.

He nodded once. “The case will be continued one month per defense counsel’s motion,” he announced, passing the file over to the clerk.

As soon as we were outside the courtroom, Harper badgered me for an explanation.

“It’s simple. Griswald started out as a deputy district attorney.

There weren’t as many of them then, and they didn’t get paid nearly as much as they are now. So he thinks they’re underworked and overpaid and that none of them are as good as he was. He never misses a chance to make life difficult for them, especially if they’re as young as that one was. Why? Did you think there was some interesting legal distinction between the two cases? You’ve been around as long as I have. Do you think if there had been a distinction like that, Griswald would have known it? He hasn’t read a law book since law school, and he probably didn’t read one then, either,” I grumbled. “He probably cheated his way through.”

I had gotten so caught up in what I was saying about the new presiding circuit court judge, I had forgotten that Harper was going to tell me who had killed the old one.

“Who did they arrest?” I asked, turning so we were face-to-face.

“Who murdered Calvin Jeffries?”
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You could almost feel the simultaneous movement of a hundred thousand hands reaching for the remote control to change channels. In love with death, Americans could mourn collectively for victims they never knew when schoolchildren were slaughtered by classmates and that event became the central preoccupation of the national news. They would become overnight experts in every dull detail of a trial reported at second hand when someone famous was charged with murder. Calvin Jeffries, however, had been killed by someone no one had ever heard of, a man without a name, one of the anonymous hordes of homeless that, like other unpleasant facts of life, we train ourselves not to see.

The air had gone out of the balloon. For eight long weeks, the police had been under enormous pressure to make an arrest. It had reached the point where editorial writers had started to call for an investigation of the investigation. Quick to anticipate the ephemeral moods of the electorate, politicians lined up for the chance to offer their own assessments of who should be blamed and what should be done. The governor—belatedly, in the eyes of some—suggested it might be wise to bring in the FBI. Inside the investigation itself, where double shifts and weekends had become the normal work schedule, nerves were frayed and tempers were on edge as everyone wondered whose careers would be sac-rificed next as part of the ongoing cost of catching a killer.

Now the killer had been caught, and suddenly it no longer seemed that important. It was written on their faces as they stared straight into the vacant eye of the television camera, describing the arrest. After all the endless stories about possible conspiracies, hidden motives, and rumored revelations about powerful people, stories that seemed to make sense out of the murder of a prominent public official, it turned out not to have had anything to do with money, power, or sex. It was a random act of violence, committed by a poor pathetic human being who would not have known Calvin Jeffries from the proverbial man in the moon. Despite a long recitation of facts and figures purporting to show how incredibly exhaustive the investigation had been, the police were forced to admit that a single anonymous phone call had told them where the killer could be found.

His name, or at least the name he gave them, was Jacob Whittaker. They were using his fingerprints to get a positive identifi-cation. Whatever his real name turned out to be, there was no doubt he was the killer. They had found the knife, and the suspect, after all the proper warnings about his right to a lawyer and his right to remain silent, had made a full confession.

My legs were stretched out over the corner of my desk, one ankle crossed over the other, watching on the small television set I kept on a shelf in my office the murder of Calvin Jeffries become yesterday’s news. When the police finished their statement, the questions asked by reporters were all ordinary, routine; questions about whether blood was found on the knife and what kind of tests were going to be run if there was; questions about the condition of the prisoner and the time and place of his formal arraignment. After each answer, there was a dead silence before someone could think of what to ask next. The same reporters who had struggled into front-row seats, convinced this was only the beginning of one of the biggest stories they would ever have the chance to cover, were sitting back, an ankle crossed over a knee, an arm thrown over a chair, following what was said with a shrug and a yawn, and only occasionally jotting down a note to use in what would undoubtedly be the last front-page mention of a story that was now without interest.

With the droning sound of another question fading into the background, the anchorwoman appeared on screen and, with a cursory five-second summation of what everyone had just seen, turned to the other day’s news. The murder of Calvin Jeffries had now been relegated to the vast obscurity of a homicide finally solved and quickly forgotten.

I flicked the button on the remote control. Helen stuck her head in the doorway to say good night. “Someone named Jennifer called to tell you that it was not too late if you wanted to have dinner.” Helen arched her painted black eyebrows. “Well?”

she asked when I did not say anything. “Are you going to have dinner with her or not?”

“I was waiting for you to tell me.”

Her mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s after five, and after five you can do whatever you like.” She thought of something as she turned to go. “Just make sure you’re here on time in the morning.”

“Thank you,” I said after I heard the outer door shut behind her.

I picked up the phone to call Jennifer, started to dial, and then hung up. I had been fretting about it all day. I still did not know what I wanted to say. One minute I was certain I wanted to see her again; the next minute I was not sure about anything. It had taken me years to get over her. There had been times, especially that first year, when I was certain there was nothing else to live for. Sometimes I think the only thing that kept me alive was the knowledge that I would not have to live forever. It gave me a kind of detachment about myself, and I became, as it were, an observer of my own desperation. Eventually, the pain went away, but what had happened had changed me forever. I understood, and I accepted, what I was, a permanent stranger, someone who passes through other people’s lives without leaving a mark.

I picked up the telephone again, and saw myself back in college at a pay phone, dropping in quarters, deciding as the last coin rattled in that I could not do it. I told myself it was a matter of pride, but knew it was because I was too scared to hear her voice again, afraid of how much it would hurt if I did, especially because I knew what she would say. I did hear her voice, once.

It was just before Christmas, and the snow was falling thick and heavy outside in the freezing night air. She answered the phone, and I listened to her say hello, and then I listened to her voice go quiet, and then I heard her say my name, like a question, and then I hung up. I went back to my dormitory room and lay on the bed and hoped I would fall asleep and never wake up.

I dialed the number and, when she answered, felt for just an instant that same fear of being hurt again.

“Joey?” she asked, when I did not respond.

I stared down at the desk. “Yes,” I said, clearing my throat.

“It’s me. Do you still want to have dinner?”

We met at an obscure little restaurant on the west side of town and spent the next two hours trying to remember who we had been. She asked about law school and about being a lawyer, and I found I was talking about things that happened years apart as if they had taken place at the same time. I asked her about what she had done after she got married and she was talking about her life as a fashion designer before I knew she had once lived in New York. We would start on one thing and come back to another. The history of our lives became a vast circle which could be traced from any place you cared to begin.

“I called my mother after you dropped me off last night.”

She looked alarmed. “You shouldn’t have done that.” Reaching across the table, she wrapped her hand around my wrist. “What good would it do?”

“I was angry, but as soon as I heard her voice, I knew she would not remember. She would not have remembered a week after she did it,” I added. “Do you know how often I had to listen to her tell me she only wanted the best for me?”

She drew her hand away from my wrist and placed it in her lap.

“I think that’s one of the reasons I became a lawyer. She wanted me to be a doctor.”

“Like your father.”

“No, not like him. She didn’t want me to become a general practitioner who loved being a doctor. She wanted me to be someone she could think of as successful, a surgeon, the chief of staff of a hospital. My mother didn’t know a damn thing about medicine, but she could take one look around a country club dance floor and know immediately where each couple stood on the social scale.”

A woman who had grandchildren was sitting across from me, and I was telling her things about myself that I had never told anyone. I leaned over my plate and lifted my fork to my mouth, and then put it down before it reached my lips.

“The worst part is how much like her I am.”

She looked at me with those wonderful oval-shaped eyes that had once inspired so many romantic thoughts and erotic dreams, and a moment later began to laugh.

“I have a very hard time imagining you at a country club dance.

And I don’t believe for a minute that you ever gave a thought to someone’s social standing or even if they had any. You didn’t even like to dance,” she said, taunting me with her eyes.

“I remember I liked to dance with you,” I said, grinning.

The color deepened in her cheeks. “That wasn’t dancing. We were just necking, standing up.” She dared me to deny it, but I just looked at her as if I had no idea what she was talking about.

“You still do that, don’t you?” she asked, a glimmer in her eye.

“You get that look, that really extraordinarily larcenous expression on your face, like a thief announcing at the door that you’ve come to rob them blind, and it all seems so honest no one thinks twice about trusting you completely. That’s right, isn’t it?”

I issued every false-faced denial I could think of that would let her know that I hoped she was right about me and that I was still the boy she remembered.

“I remind myself of my mother sometimes when I hear myself giving advice to a client. I never have any doubt that I’m right.”

It was too flippant, and it was not true. “No, it’s when I catch myself going crazy because something isn’t quite perfect. Everything always had to be just right for her. Nothing out of place; nothing that might cause a complete stranger to notice you for the wrong reasons. Sit straight, walk straight, pronounce each word properly, always be polite, never lose your temper. I can still feel her fingers picking away a piece of lint from my slacks, or pushing a strand of hair back from my forehead. She was always fussing over me. She still does it.” I caught myself. With an embarrassed laugh, I tried to explain.

“She came out last summer. She stayed a week. Every morning when I got up,” I admitted with a sheepish grin, “I made my bed, put everything away, made damn certain my room was all cleaned up before I went downstairs for breakfast.” With a frown, I added, “She still wants to know when I’m getting married.”

There was something I wanted to know, something I wanted to hear her talk about, but I sensed a reluctance on her part to discuss it. Finally, over coffee, I asked.

“Why did you come back here? What happened?”

A brief smile flitted over her mouth and then disappeared. Her eyes looked away and then peered into mine, and then looked away again. She bit her lip, tried to smile, but could not. For a long time she stared down at her hands, and when she finally raised her eyes there was a distance there that I had not seen before.

“Seven years ago I got sick, very sick. I couldn’t do anything.

I couldn’t work, I couldn’t function.” She sighed and then turned her face up to me with the kind of trusting smile that once made me feel we were the only two people alive. “I had a breakdown.

I was in a hospital for months. I’m a manic-depressive. I used to sit in my room for days, staring at the walls. Sometimes I couldn’t even get myself dressed. For a long time I thought I was just depressed, the way everyone gets depressed about things once in a while. But then I started to have these strange thoughts, things that did not make sense, delusions really. I thought people were following me. If someone looked at me on the street, I thought they were letting me know they were watching me. I thought things that were said on television were secret messages being sent to me.”

She saw the look in my eye and, instinctively, reached across and ran her hand over the side of my face. “I’m all right now.

When they finally figured out what it was, a chemical imbalance in the brain, they put me on lithium.”

A thoughtful expression on her face, she sipped some coffee and then, very slowly, put the cup back in the saucer. With her middle finger she traced the edge all the way around to the beginning.

“I got a divorce four years ago. I told you that I’d felt sorry for him—because I never loved him. And I never did, not the way you think you will, not the way I loved you; but we had a child together—it doesn’t matter why we had a child—and we had a life together. It hurt—it hurt a lot. He did what he could, he handled it the best way he knew how, and I think he always thought it was somehow his fault—that I got sick like that—but it made him as crazy as I was. It really did. He was depressed, and angry, and nothing seemed to be going right in his life, either,  and … Well, that’s what happened. I went crazy and now I’m better, and I was married and now I’m not.” Struggling with herself, she managed to force a smile. “See how much trouble I would have been.”

It was like seeing her again for the very first time, and falling even more in love with her than I had before. There was no place else I wanted to be, no one else I wanted to be with, nothing else I wanted except to do whatever I could to make sure she was never afraid or unhappy again.

She took my hand when we left the restaurant and walked to the end of the block where she had parked her car. The night was cool and clear and there was no one else on the street. I pulled her toward me, and felt her free hand slip around my neck.

We kissed the way I think we must have kissed the very first time, a brief, awkward trembling touch, and then she snuggled against my shoulder and I felt her warm breath on my neck and the smell of her hair was like the morning breeze that floats through the window when you are only half awake.

“I have to go,” she whispered.

“It’s early,” I said. I held on to her hand as she let go of my neck.

“I told you I had an early flight tomorrow.” She kissed the side of my face, and we walked the last few steps to her car. I would not let go of her hand. She fumbled with her key ring until she found the one she needed. Laughing, she managed to unlock the door, and as soon as she did I pulled her back into my arms.

“Wouldn’t you like to go somewhere and dance?”

She was still laughing, softly. “I’d love to, but not tonight.”

I let go of her and held the car door open while she got in.

“How long are you going to be gone?”

She switched on the ignition and turned on the headlights.

With one hand on the convertible top and the other on the window of the door, I watched her buckle herself in. She looked up and tugged playfully on my tie. “Just a week. I’ll call as soon as I get back.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little curious that even now, at our age, you still have to leave me because of your mother?”

At first she did not understand, but then it came back to her and her eyes gleamed with that same schoolgirl seduction she had used on me that night on the doorstep of her parents’ home.

Then it was gone, and I bent down and we kissed each other on the side of the face like the two old friends we were. As I watched her drive off, I felt empty and alone, and the self-sufficiency of my solitary life suddenly seemed pretentious and false.

It was still early and the last place I wanted to be was in that strange place I called home. For a long time I wandered aimlessly through the streets, in a neighborhood I did not know. My leg began to hurt, and I thought it was funny, because I thought it must be psychosomatic. That leg had not bothered me in years.

The bullet had passed right through, without doing any real damage at all. There was no reason for it to hurt now.

Everything seemed to be conspiring to bring back the past; more than that, to make the past seem more real than the present. I kept switching back and forth, looking back at the past and then going back to the very beginning of things, when I first fell in love with Jennifer, when I first started to despise Calvin Jeffries, when Elliott pointed that gun in my face; going back to the beginning to then watch the way things happened, watching them as if I were seeing them for the first time, like someone who had been given the gift of clairvoyance and could see the future and everything that was going to happen.

The leg hurt like crazy. I passed the open door of a crowded restaurant full of friendly noise. I went inside and found one last place at the bar. The bartender removed a crumpled napkin and a glass of melting ice, wiped the bar with one pass of a towel, and then flung it over his shoulder. He looked at me just long enough to let me know he was ready for the answer to the question he did not need to ask.

“Scotch and soda,” I said in a whispered shout.

I laid a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and watched the bartender take it with one hand while he set the drink in front of me with the other. While the bartender rang up the sale on a refurbished bronze cash register just a few feet away, I was hunched over the bar, running my fingers along the base of the glass. He stacked the change in front of me, and with the same silent question took another order from someone else. Lifting my eyes, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the other side of the bar. All around me people seemed to be having a good time, talking, telling stories, making jokes, and laughing every chance they got. I was older than most of them, and much older than some.

I felt out of place and alone.

After I finished the drink, I ordered another, and then one after that. It had been a long time since I had come to a bar by myself and done nothing but drink. I had almost forgotten the wonderful self-indulgence of self-pity, the free fall into the full enjoyment of every felt emotion, the pure untrammeled luxury of caring nothing for what might happen next, the fervent belief that you could tell the world to go screw itself in one breath and have everyone love you in the next. I had another drink, and another, and I was almost there, the lucid madness of intoxi-cation.

I saw my reflection in the mirror, and I seemed older than I had just a few minutes before, and everyone crowded all around seemed even younger. It used to make me pause, the sight of a middle-aged man, drinking alone at a bar, when I was still young and certain nothing like that would ever happen to me. Looking down at the half-finished drink in front of me, I shoved it away with the back of my hand.

I reached inside my coat and pulled out my brown leather wallet and thumbed through the bills until I found another twenty.

With my hand on the bar, I swung off the stool and stood up.

“There a phone here?” I asked above the din as I picked up the change and counted out a tip.

The telephone was in the back, just outside the door to the rest rooms. “It’s me,” I said gruffly into the receiver. My head was leaning against the wall and I was staring straight down at my shoes. They needed a shine. “I’m in a bar. I’ve had too much to drink. You think you could come?”

Fifteen minutes later, Howard Flynn found me at a table in the corner, drinking a cup of black coffee. “Thanks,” I said, somewhat embarrassed. “Order something. I’ll buy dinner.”

He settled into the chair opposite and shook his head. “Hell, I thought you called because you wanted someone to get drunk with.”

I peered at his heavy-jowled, impassive face and tried to smile.

“Tell me something. How long was it before you figured out that AA didn’t stand for ‘anytime, anywhere’?”

“It was one of my life’s bigger disappointments,” he said with a grin. His thick upper arms bulged inside the white dress shirt he was wearing buttoned at the wrists and open at the collar.

“You did good,” he said in his slow, methodical way.

“I did good? Why? Because I came here and started to get drunk?”

“Because you didn’t get drunk. Not all the way. And because you had sense enough to know you couldn’t get home by yourself.” He looked at me through half-closed eyes. “Besides, it isn’t like you went into a liquor store and got yourself a bottle of Thunderbird.”

My head was spinning. I lifted the coffee cup with both hands to make sure I would not spill it.

“How many guys have you seen in the gutter drinking Chivas Regal out of a paper bag?”

“It’s where you end up, not where you start,” I replied.

With a show of impatience, Flynn waved his large, puffy red hand. “You sure you’ve never been in AA? You’ve got all the answers down pat. Listen. I didn’t come down here to hold your goddamn hand. I came down here because you sounded like if you were left alone you might just keep drinking, maybe all night, maybe longer. I’m here to see you don’t. Okay? Now, finish your coffee and let’s get the hell out of here.” His heavy-lidded eyes moved from one end of the teeming bar to the other. “I can’t stand to be around people when they’re having such a good time.”

Flynn pushed back his chair, stood up, and waited for me to come. We shouldered our way through the boisterous crowd, past the bartender with his starched white shirt and black bow tie filling the glasses and emptying the pockets of everyone who lined up for the chance to feel even better than they did already.

Outside, Flynn put his burly arm around my shoulder. “I meant what I said. Don’t get down on yourself. You did good. You knew when to stop.”

Flynn drove me home. He held the bottom of the steering wheel with three fingers of his left hand while his right arm was draped over the back of the seat. Each time the car hit a bump, it vibrated like a hard board plank dropped twenty feet onto a concrete floor. He did not seem to notice as the shocks dissipated in the round folds of muscle around his neck. I was not so fortunate. Each time it happened, I doubled over a little farther and wondered how long the queasy feeling in my stomach would last.

“You know why I drive this car, don’t you?” he asked in the apparent belief that an explanation would make me feel better.

“It isn’t just because I don’t want to spend the money on a new one.”

I knew the reason. I had heard it one time or another from every recovering alcoholic I had known. It was part of the list, the twelve steps to sobriety.

“It’s because it’s good for my humility,” he said, his eyes fixed on the road.

It was just a word, but the sound of it, repeated so often, had become part of a secular scripture, but one that seemed without either context or depth. There was something trancelike about the way it was used, like the mumblings of a catechism in a language no one understood. There was something depressing about it, a reminder of how empty things were when something as simple as this was deemed sufficient. Or was it a form of snobbery, a kind of intellectual condescension on my part? I had called Flynn not only because I knew I should not drive, but because I did not want to be alone. Those supposedly simpleminded for-mulae he followed like they were his personal Ten Commandments had made him into the kind of man who would come out in the middle of the night to help someone else stay out of the bottle that once nearly destroyed his life.

“Of course, humility is kind of relative,” he was saying. “We’ve got a guy in our group who got up at the last meeting and reported that he thought it was pretty humble on his part when he got rid of his Mercedes and got a Lincoln instead. Well, whatever works.”

He drove on, and the spinning inside my head began to slow down, and my eyes became heavier and heavier until I could barely keep them open. We were almost there. The gate at the bottom of the drive loomed out of the darkness.

“It’s too bad about that guy who killed Jeffries,” I heard him say. He said something else, something that made me want to ask a question, but I could not find the words. And then, though I tried to listen, I could not make sense out of anything Flynn was saying. A moment later, I could not hear anything at all, except a voice somewhere inside my own head telling me something was wrong.

 


Thirteen

_______

With a start, I sat up in bed, peering into the darkness, wondering whether I was really awake, surrounded by a dream that seemed more real than any daytime thought. The smooth, naked body of the girl I had just married, curled around me as she slept, a soft, unworried smile floating on her mouth, the warm breath of life flowing through her like a mysterious gift. I closed my eyes and tried to reach her one last time before she faded into the morbid gray light of dawn.

I lay back down and felt as if I had fallen into the sea. The twisted sheets were drenched with slick cold sweat. Throwing off the covers, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood up. My head was throbbing. I put my hand on it to make it stop, but my hair was wringing wet, and I pulled it away. With slow careful steps I moved across the familiar room until I reached the bathroom door. I found the switch on the wall and squinted into a blinding glare. A few minutes later, I plodded back into the bedroom and opened the shutters to let in the late morning light.

After a shower I threw on a white terry cloth robe and wandered downstairs to the kitchen. The smell of fresh-brewed coffee wafted through the air. I tried to remember if I had set the coffeemaker on automatic the night before, but I could not remember that or anything else. My head still hurt and my eyes felt like sandpaper.

Hunched over the kitchen table, reading the morning paper as if he had all the time in the world and no better way to spend it, was Howard Flynn. Without looking up, he extended his arm toward the coffeemaker on the counter. “I made the coffee,” he said, as he turned the page.

I poured myself a cup and sat down on the other side of the table. Through an open window I heard the sound of a wood-pecker hammering its beak against an oak tree in the backyard.

Cradling the cup in both hands, I sipped on the steaming black coffee and tried to figure out what Flynn was doing here.

Folding up the paper, Flynn neatly arranged each sheet in the section until it was exactly the way it had been when he brought it in.

“Anything interesting?” I asked when he finished.

“On page three,” he said, shoving the paper across to me. “They left out most of the details.”

He could tell I did not know what he was talking about. “You all right?” he asked, grinning. “I brought you home, in case you don’t remember.”

It started to come back. I remembered the bar, and I remembered bouncing around in Flynn’s car, but that was all.

“I managed to get you upstairs,” he explained. “We left your car downtown. I thought you might need a ride in this morning.”

Reaching into his shirt pocket, Flynn pulled out a small tin case. He opened it with a flick of his thumbnail and removed an oblong-shaped green pill. In one fluid motion, without using either hand for support, he rose straight up from the chair. His weight on the balls of his feet, he walked in the pigeon-toed fashion of someone once trained to make each movement as efficient as possible. He tossed what was left of the coffee into the sink and filled the cup with water.

“Take a look at page three,” he said as he put the pill in his mouth. He took a drink of water, then threw his head back and swallowed hard. “Would have been interesting to know why he did it,” he added. Staring out the window, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Resting his other hand on the sink, he turned and looked directly at me. “If he did it.”

I had that vague feeling you get when someone tells you something you think you should know. I picked up the paper and turned to page three. My eye drifted across the stories above the fold, and then, in the bottom right corner, I found it. The story was not very long, four column inches at most, the short report of a suicide.

When I glanced up, Flynn was looking down at the floor, his left hand gripping tight on to the edge of the sink. He was clenching his jaw so hard, the muscles rippled down the side of his face.

“Are you all right?”

He managed to nod once, and then, lifting his head, took a deep breath and seemed to relax. “Yeah. Nothing,” he said with an expression that was part grin, part grimace. He tapped his right hand against his chest. “Little angina, that’s all.” Gesturing toward the newspaper, he asked, “What do you think?” Before I could answer, he added, “It’s all a little too easy, isn’t it? They find the guy who killed Jeffries, and he still has the knife he did it with. Instead of denying it, he gives them a full confession—

doesn’t even bother to ask for a lawyer—and then, as if he hadn’t been helpful enough, he kills himself in his cell before he had spent so much as a single night in jail.”

Suddenly it came back to me. “You told me about this last night, didn’t you?”

“It was on the eleven o’clock news. He killed himself sometime around eight-thirty or nine. That’s all they reported last night, and they don’t say much more about it in the papers, either. All they say is that he killed himself. They don’t say how.”

“He hung himself,” I guessed.

Flynn came back to the table and sat down. Leaning forward on his arms, he twisted his mouth first to one side, then the other.

“I talked to a few people.” He lowered his eyes and with his finger traced an invisible line back and forth in front of him. “Never saw a suicide like this. He gets on the top bunk in the cell. There was a guy in the cell opposite. He wasn’t paying much attention.

Then the metal bunk started to shake, making a lot of noise, and he started swearing at the guy, telling him to knock it off. The guy is standing on top of the bunk, jumping up and down on it.

The other guy can’t believe it, and he starts to say something, but the next thing he knows the guy has jumped.”

“Jumped?” I asked blankly.

“He jumped off, head first, smashed his head on the concrete floor. But the thing is, he didn’t just jump, he held his hands behind his back, held them while he threw himself head first onto the floor. How could anyone do that, hold your hands like that and not let go? Wouldn’t you throw your hands out at the last minute, try to break your fall? And why would he want to kill himself like that, anyway? Why didn’t he just hang himself? Easy enough to do. Make a noose out of your shirt, your pants; that’s the way most jail suicides happen. Never heard of anyone doing this. It’s strange. The whole thing is strange, if you ask me.”

I poured myself a second cup of coffee. Across the yard a bushy-tailed squirrel launched itself in full flight from the oak tree that hung over the spiked fence to the top of the umbrella that covered a glass table at the end of the brick patio. It slid down the blue canvas, regained its balance just before it reached the edge, leaped onto a chaise lounge, then scurried across the lawn and out of view.

“What is so strange about it?” I turned around, the cup in my hand, and waited until Flynn lifted his eyes. “You have a random killing by someone who was probably demented or stoned out of his mind, he gets caught, and he decides to do away with himself instead of spending the next ten or twelve years in a cell waiting for his own execution? I admit that the way he killed himself wasn’t exactly normal, but—”

“It wasn’t random,” Flynn interjected.

“What?”

“It wasn’t random,” he repeated. “I told you, I talked to a few people. He confessed. He knew who he killed.”

“Then it must have been revenge. Jeffries must have put him in prison at some point, right?”

Flynn shrugged his shoulders. The lines in his forehead deepened. He reached in his pocket, pulled out a rumpled cigarette pack, and wiggled his index finger inside the opening. With a disgusted look, he crushed the empty pack in his hand and shoved it back in his pocket.

“Don’t know. He wouldn’t say why he did it. Jeffries must have done something that made him want to kill him. It would have been interesting to know what it was, and now we never will.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “The investigation is over. It’ll be a while before they get the DNA results on the blood left on the knife, but it’ll belong to Jeffries,” he said with complete assurance. “They have the knife, and they have the confession, and, as if that wasn’t enough, they have the suicide. People don’t go around killing themselves for something they didn’t do. No question, the guy did it. Now he’s dead. Case closed.”

Late that afternoon, after I caught up on all the work that, as Helen repeatedly reminded me, I should have done that morning, I called Harper Bryce to see if he knew anything more than what Flynn had found out. Harper had heard none of the details of the suicide and knew nothing about what the killer had said.

When I told him that it had not been a random killing, that the killer had intended to murder Jeffries, he expressed regret at the suicide, because, as he put it, “the trial might have been worth watching after all.”

It only seemed callous. Harper’s professional appraisal was exactly right. The murder of Calvin Jeffries had riveted the public’s attention because of who he was and because of the mystery surrounding the circumstances of his death. But once the killer had been caught and it appeared to have been a random act of violence committed by someone desperate enough to kill for a few dollars, it became for all practical purposes indistinguishable from any one of the thousands of accidental deaths that happen every year. Drunk drivers killed people they did not know, and people without names who lived on the street might at any moment decide to stick a knife in someone who did not give them what they asked for. It was one of the unfortunate facts of city life, and while it was always to be condemned, it held none of the same fascination as the deliberate, purposeful, intentional murder of someone you had a reason to want dead. That was what made people read newspapers and follow trials, not that someone had been killed, but that someone had actually taken that last, ir-revocable step, and, in that ancient phrase, “with malice afore-thought,” taken someone’s life. I agreed with Harper: It would have been an interesting trial. And now there would never be one.

There was a story in the next day’s paper about yet another political scandal, but there was nothing about the murder of Calvin Jeffries. There were stories about the state of the econ-omy and stories about what was happening on the other side of the world, but there was not so much as a line about the suicide of his killer. There were new things to read about, new things to talk about, and a day or two later the only people who thought about Calvin Jeffries anymore were the people who had actually known him, and perhaps not all of them.

Friday morning, Helen was waiting for me. “Judge Pritchard’s office just called,” she said, following me into my office.

“Let me guess,” I said as I sat down. “They want to reschedule the Burnett motion.”

She perched on the edge of the chair opposite, clutching in her hand a stack of telephone messages scribbled on pink paper.

“He’s going to be out of town on Wednesday. They want to reset it for Tuesday the following week at two o’clock. Your schedule is clear.”

“Did you tell them my schedule was clear?”

“No, I said I’d have to check with you.”

“Good. Call them back. Tell Pritchard’s clerk that I don’t have anything open for weeks; tell them that this damn thing has been reset twice before; tell them that the defendant has a right to have his motion heard; and then tell them that if the judge wanted to have Wednesdays off, he should have become a goddamn doctor!”

Nothing I did, nothing I said, ever made the slightest impression on her. “Right,” she drawled, making a note to call the clerk and ask very politely whether there might be some way to fit it in anytime at all next week.

“What else do you have?” I asked, gazing out the window.

The telephone rang. “I’ll get it,” Helen said as she got to her feet.

“Take it here,” I said, handing the receiver to her as I pressed the flashing light on the console.

The telephone pressed to her ear, the fingers of her other hand fidgeted with the curled cord. “Law offices of Joseph Antonelli,”

she announced in a voice that managed to be both friendly and pressed for time. “I’m afraid Mr. Antonelli is in conference and can’t be disturbed.” It was the standard all-purpose lie, told so often she could have passed a polygraph each time she told it.

Glancing through the stack of messages she had placed on the desk in front of me, I did not notice at first when she began to scribble on a scrap of paper.

“Yes, I understand,” she said. “Is there any message you’d care to leave?” Reaching across, she waved the paper under my nose.

“Could you hold for just a moment?”

I read the name she had written down. It took me a moment before I was certain who she was. Helen handed me the phone and, shutting the door behind her, left me alone. I sat straight up and plopped both elbows on the desk.

“This is Joseph Antonelli,” I said with all the formality I could summon. “What can I do for you?”

My head moved back and forth with the rhythm of what I heard. “Yes,” I replied, “I’d be glad to do that. Six o’clock would be fine.”

I looked around until I found a pen. “Would you give me that again. Yes, I know where it is,” I said as I wrote down the address. “I’ll see you at six. Thank you for calling, Mrs. Jeffries.”

I do not know why I agreed to see her. Perhaps it was nothing more than the desire to see for myself how she lived and what she was really like. Perhaps it was something else, an instinct that told me there was more to her husband’s death than I knew.

The address she had given me was on the West Side, just minutes from downtown, a tall apartment building constructed sometime before the Second World War. It was something of a landmark and one of the city’s most expensive places to live.

A heavyset man with a pockmarked face and slow-moving eyes was sitting behind a small wooden desk just inside the high-ceilinged lobby. I waited while he lifted a black telephone receiver that looked like it had been in use since the day the building opened and announced, “A Mr. Antonelli is here.” He nodded silently and then hung up. “Sixteenth floor.” He pointed a stubby finger across the gray marble floor to the walnut-paneled wall on the other side. “The elevator is just around the corner.”

There was only one elevator. I pushed the tarnished brass button and heard a buzzer echo high above. The elevator rattled ponderously down the shaft and thudded to a stop. The door creaked open and an old man in a coat that hung off his hollow shoulders and a dress shirt two sizes too large for his shriveled throat stood with his pale white hand on the lever. “Floor?” he gasped. My hands folded in front of me, I leaned against the back of the mirrored, gold-leaf compartment. With a teeth-clenching groan, the ancient elevator began a tedious ascent to the top floor.

Two doors faced each other across the landing. On the wall opposite the elevator, a large blue vase filled with fresh-cut yellow chrysanthemums stood on a narrow, granite-topped table in front of a gilt-edged mirror. The flowers looked too perfect, and I touched one of them to make certain they were real. I started to pull the piece of paper out of my pocket to check the apartment number when the door to 16A swung open.

I had seen her at a distance at the dinner, and I had seen her picture in the newspapers after Jeffries’s murder, but the way she looked now reminded me more of the way I remembered her when she was still a young woman married to her first husband.

She was wearing black tights, a black turtleneck sweater that clung to her ribs and fell halfway down to her knees, and a pair of unremarkable flat shoes. Her shiny brown hair was pulled back around her head and tied in a ponytail.

She extended her hand, stiff-armed, straight out from her shoulder. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Antonelli.” Her voice seemed forced and artificial. As soon as we had shaken hands, she stepped away from the door. “Please come in.”

The apartment was an oriental masterpiece. Hand-knotted rugs, blood red and midnight blue, littered the hardwood floor. Teak and mahogany cabinets, filled with delicate porcelain vases, lined the walls. In the corner of the large living room, a five-foot ivory sculpture of a Mandarin clasped in its tapered fingers a parch-ment scroll.

She gestured toward a light blue sofa opposite the window.

“Can I get you something?” she asked as she removed the stopper from a crystal glass decanter that, along with several others, stood on a silver tray on the coffee table.

“No, nothing, thank you.” Whatever she was drinking, the only thing she mixed it with was a little ice.

She sat down, and a moment later sprang back to her feet and began tapping her fingers on the top of a bamboo chair. She was tall, and quite thin, but she had fairly wide shoulders and extremely long fingers with large, misshapen knuckles. They were the hands you would expect to see on a migrant worker, a woman who was bent over all day long in the fields, pulling things out of the ground, or standing on her tiptoes in an orchard, picking fruit out of the trees. They were constantly in motion, closing, opening, grabbing, letting go, or, as she was doing now, drumming them in quick bursts with staccatolike speed, before they suddenly stopped what they were doing and started doing something else.

Staring straight ahead, her fingers still tapping on the hard surface of the chair, she took a quick gulp of whatever she was drinking and then sat down again.

“Are you sure I can’t get you something?” she asked. She held the drink in both hands, while her wrists rested on her knees, which were pressed tight together. Her eyes jumped from side to side and then settled on the squat, black-lacquered Chinese coffee table.

“I’m sorry,” she said abruptly, looking up. “Did I ask you if you wanted anything?”

“Nothing, thank you.” Leaning forward, I began to draw an invisible figure on the table’s hard gleaming surface. “I was very sorry about what happened to your husband, Mrs. Jeffries,” I began tentatively. “If there’s anything I can do …”

Her eyes flashed with the kind of contempt lavished on fools.

“Do you think I’m an idiot? Do you think I don’t know what’s going on?”

Pressing her lips together until they lost what little color they had, she leaped to her feet, and then, after she took another drink, began to walk up and down the room.

“What I want to know is why you’re doing this. I know you hated my husband. And yes, I remember you, Mr. Antonelli, from years ago, when I was married to Elliott and he first joined your firm. I can understand why you might feel sorry for him, locked up the way he is. But Elliott is crazy. He’s insane. Why you would help him try to torment me, after what I’ve had to go through, is really quite beyond me, Mr. Antonelli, and I think you owe me an explanation.”

I started to get up. “Perhaps I should go. I really don’t know what to say.”

She searched my eyes and then lowered her gaze. “No, don’t go,” she said after she took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I jumped to conclusions.”

She sat down again and, though her glass was not even half empty, reached for the decanter. When she finished filling the glass, she looked up at me. “Do you know what was in that letter you sent me?”

“I have no idea what was in it,” I answered. “I sent it to you for the reasons I stated in the cover note I sent with it.”

She began to drum her fingers on the edge of the coffee table, but slowly, easily, without any of the rigid, metallic abruptness of before.

“You really don’t know, then?”

“All I know is that I went to see him. I had been meaning to do it for a long time, years, really, ever since that day …”

“When he tried to kill you.”

“I don’t think he wanted to kill me at all, Mrs. Jeffries. If I hadn’t tried to wrestle the gun away from him, I don’t think he would have pulled the trigger.”

With a shrewd, cold-eyed glance, she assured me I was wrong.

“He would have killed you and never given it a second thought.

I knew Elliott. He was crazy, Mr. Antonelli,” she said, drumming her fingers faster. “After he had the breakdown, after what he did in court that day, he blamed everything on you. It was an obsession with him. He thought you were trying to destroy him. He thought—”

“I was sleeping with his wife.”

The drumming stopped. She raised her chin. “I told you. He had become completely paranoid. You’re lucky you’re alive.”

“Perhaps. But tell me, why would he have thought you were having an affair with me? Why would he have thought you were having an affair at all?”

Her long, crooked fingers stirred back into motion, slowly, noiselessly. “Things were never very good with us, Mr. Antonelli.

Elliott was always difficult, demanding. He was under enormous pressure. He always thought he had something to prove because he had not gone to one of the best schools. He blamed me for that. He was always telling me how much easier things would have been for him if he didn’t have a wife and children slowing him down.”

I did not believe her. “He worshipped those kids, and I must tell you, I always had the impression that he worshipped you as well.”

“Why? Because he had my photograph in his office and every so often he’d bring the kids with him when he went into work on a Saturday or a Sunday? It was about the only time they ever saw him.” A look of disdain passed over her face. “Don’t misun-derstand me. I’m not saying Elliott didn’t love the children. I think he even loved me—for a while. But whenever things didn’t go quite right—and for Elliott everything always had to be exactly right—he had to blame it on someone else.”

She still had not answered my question. “But why did he think you were having an affair with me?”

She stared hard at me for a mornent, and then, reaching for her glass, got back on her feet and began prowling the room. She seemed to grow more agitated with each step she took. The ice was banging against the glass and when the clear gold liquid sloshed over the top and dripped onto her hand, she seemed not to notice.

“Have you ever known anyone who went crazy, Mr. Antonelli?

Have you ever lived with anyone who was completely—and I mean completely—irrational?”

She tried to calm herself. Instead of pacing back and forth, she leaned against the chair, and when that did not help, she stood in the middle of the room, one foot crossed over the other, then, a moment later, one turned out to the side.

“The worst part is trying to hang on to your own sanity. What happened that day in court—when they had to bring him home—

had been building for months. He had already started to talk about conspiracies. He kept telling me how each seemingly innocent thing that happened was really a part of it. Do you know what is really crazy? How much of it makes sense. Elliott would say to me: ‘Just for the moment, assume I’m right.’ He was always asking me to do that. He would wear me down. Then I’d listen to him, and, if you assumed he was right, that there was a conspiracy against him, then everything he said was perfectly logical. A woman pushing her grocery cart behind him when he stopped on his way home to pick up a loaf of bread was following him; a camera he noticed on the back seat of a parked car was put there on purpose to let him know he was under surveil-lance. Everything fit, because, once you agreed that there really was a conspiracy, anything that happened could be explained as being a part of it, and, more importantly, became one more thing that proved he was right.”

With a pensive expression, she sipped on her drink, as she thought about what had happened, or what she wanted me to think had happened.

“I wouldn’t do it,” she said as she looked at me again. “I wouldn’t assume—not even for just a moment—that he was right, that there was this terrible conspiracy against him. I was afraid that if I did that he would never get better and I might go insane right along with him. Because, you see, if I had said yes, it makes perfect sense, it all ties together, then I would not have any ground left to stand on, no way to tell what was real and what was not. Insanity is insidious, Mr. Antonelli. It invites you in, and then it closes the door behind you, and after a while your eyes adjust to the darkness and then you don’t think it’s dark anymore.”

She moved next to the window and stared out across the flickering lights of the city and the great flowing river, toward the mountain where the snow glowed blue and purple and gold as the sun slipped away into the night.

“My refusal was seen as a betrayal, and that betrayal, in Elliott’s diseased mind, could only mean that I was part of the conspiracy as well. Not just part of it, either. No, I was the one who had started it all.”

She turned around, just far enough to see me. There was a sense of weariness about her, as if nothing much mattered anymore, a sense that everything that was going to happen in her life had now taken place.

“I didn’t know then how sick he really was. It all seemed like a bad dream, like something that wasn’t really happening. Sometimes when I went to bed I could almost convince myself that when I woke up in the morning everything would be just the way it had been before. Other times I thought he was having a bad dream, and if I just grabbed him and shook him as hard as I could, he’d wake up and be normal again. I just could not believe it was really happening.”

She sat in the bamboo chair and put the glass down on the table. Folding her arms together, she leaned back, stretched out her legs, and crossed one ankle over the other.

“You could almost hear a clicking noise when he put each piece of the conspiracy together. Once he decided that I was the one who had started it, there had to be a reason. And of course there could be only one reason: There had to be another man.”

Her voice was quiet, controlled, as if she were telling a story about someone else.

“You cannot imagine the depths of his anger and hatred. He was screaming at me like I had never heard anyone scream before. I started screaming back. It was self-defense, that’s the only way I can explain it. He was accusing me of everything imaginable, terrible things, obscene things, and I was screaming back, taunting him with everything he said about me, telling him it was all true, laughing about it. He was hurting me, worse than I’d ever been hurt before, and at that moment I was every bit as crazy as he was. And that’s when I said it, that’s when I told him, that, yes, of course he was right, I was out to destroy him, I had done everything he said I had done, I was having an affair, I was sleeping with another man, I was sleeping with his great good friend, Joseph Antonelli.”

“But why?” I asked, astonished at what she had done.

“Because I wanted to hurt him back. He idolized you. He wanted to be just like you. And because I never thought he’d believe it.

I thought it would show him how insane it all was, that it was all in his mind, and that he needed help. But instead it just convinced him he was right.”

Watching her tell me with apparent sincerity a story that ex-onerated her of any blame for what had happened to her first husband, I wondered whether it was the truth or whether, after years of subtle reinterpretation, she had gradually come to believe it had happened just the way she said it had. If she was a woman who was perfectly willing to lie, she was also a woman who would never admit, not even, or perhaps especially, to herself, that she was a liar.

“You have no idea how awful I felt when Elliott tried to kill you. I kept telling him it wasn’t true. I had not been having an affair. I didn’t even know you. Despite everything that had happened up till then, I never thought he was capable of anything like that.”

She looked at me with eyes searching for sympathy. If I had never known Elliott, or perhaps if I had never known Calvin Jeffries, I might have given it.

“Elliott still thinks you were having an affair, but with Judge Jeffries.”

Her eyes turned cold. “Did you think I didn’t know that? As soon as Calvin and I were married, Elliott started sending letters, weird, scary letters, accusing me of it and threatening to get even.

After a while I started sending them back, unopened. That’s why he asked you to deliver that letter. It wasn’t because he didn’t have the address. It was because he knew I wouldn’t open it, and because he knew I’d never let the children read it.” She paused, her lips trembling. Slowly and methodically she began to beat her fingers on the arm of the chair. “Do you know what he wrote?

What he wanted the children to read? ‘Your mother is a whore, and now you’re orphans twice.’ That’s what he wrote, Mr. Antonelli. That’s the sort of thing he wants to tell his children.

That’s the reason I never allowed them to see him. That’s the reason why I sent them away to private school: So he wouldn’t have any way of finding them.”

“So it isn’t true?” I asked as I got to my feet. “You weren’t having an affair with him?”

“Of course not,” she said as she walked me to the door. “Calvin was like a father to me. He treated Elliott like a son. He tried to help him every way he could. When Elliott got sick, Calvin did everything he could. He knew what it was like for me. He had gone through something of the same thing with his wife. I don’t know what I would have done without him. If it hadn’t been for him, Elliott would have gone to prison for trying to kill you. Calvin made sure he was sent to the state hospital where he could get help.”

We were at the door. “Judge Jeffries had him sent to the state hospital?”

“He didn’t do it himself,” she said as she opened the door. “But he made sure it was done.”

I said goodbye and turned to go. “It didn’t do any good, though,”

she said. “Elliott still hates me and he’s still insane. If I didn’t know he was locked up in that place I’d swear he killed Calvin just to get even with me.”

“They have the killer, Mrs. Jeffries,” I said, looking back.

She nodded twice. “The one who killed himself? Are you sure, Mr. Antonelli? Are you sure someone like that murdered my husband?”

 


Fourteen

_______

Iread it in the newspaper the next morning, a front-page story under the byline of Harper Bryce. Another judge had been murdered. While I had been talking to the widow of Calvin Jeffries, Quincy Griswald, the new presiding circuit court judge, had been killed in a murder that was in all important respects virtually identical to the one before. Like Jeffries, Griswald had been stabbed to death, and, like Jeffries, Griswald had been killed in the parking structure where both of them had kept their cars. Jeffries had managed to crawl back to his office; Griswald had been found dead in the garage, slumped down next to the door of his late-model Buick.

I took the paper with me when I went into the office later that morning. Saturdays were the days I tried to get caught up with my cases. As I drove past the courthouse on my way in, I noticed that the flag had again been lowered to half-mast. No judge had ever been murdered in Oregon and now, in the space of little more than two months, two had been killed, both of them the presiding circuit court judge at the time of their death.

I remembered what Jeffries’s widow had said, the doubt that someone like her husband’s confessed killer could really have done it.

If he had not been found, and if he had not confessed, the immediate assumption would have been that both judges, Jeffries and Griswald, had been killed by the same person. But the killer of Calvin Jeffries had been found, and he had confessed, and then, as if that was not sufficient to prove his guilt, he had taken his own life. Yet I still could not get out of my mind the thought that this had to be more than sheer coincidence.

I reached Howard Flynn at home. “You’re not calling me from a bar, are you?” he asked in his usual gruff manner.

“Do you know if the police have gotten the DNA results yet?”

“From the knife the guy used to kill Jeffries? No, I haven’t heard. It’ll be a match, though. It’ll be Jeffries’s blood.” There was a brief silence and at the other end of the line I could hear Flynn’s labored breath. “You must have read the paper this morning. The guy that killed Jeffries is dead. This is someone else.”

I stared out the window, watching the leaden gray sky grow darker. “What if it isn’t a match?”

Flynn preferred to deal with tangible facts. “Then you have an interesting situation. But the Griswald killing sounds like a copycat to me. Some guy has a grudge because Griswald sent him away. He heard about what someone did to Jeffries and he figures he’ll do the same thing. These aren’t original thinkers we’re dealing with here.”

“What did they ever find out about him, the one who confessed to the Jeffries murder? Did Jeffries send him to prison?”

“I don’t know,” Flynn replied. “Do you want me to find out?”

None of it had anything to do with me. I was not defending anyone who had any connection with either the murder of Calvin Jeffries or the killing of Quincy Griswald. Besides, I had asked Flynn for quite enough already. Still, there was something missing in all this and I wanted to know what it was.

“If you can do it without too much trouble, then yes, I’d like to know what you can find out.”

After I hung up, I tried to reach Harper Bryce. He was not at the paper, and he was not at home. I left a message on his voice mail and turned my attention to the cases on which I was supposed to be working.

I began reviewing the police reports in an armed robbery case set for trial the next week. Three lines after I started, I found myself searching my memory for anything that would tie the two murders together. They were both presiding circuit court judges at the time of their death. If someone were trying to make a statement about the judiciary, or about the legal system altogether, killing two chief judges would certainly be one way to do it.

With a conscious effort I went back to the reports. Then I remembered, what after all was only obvious, that Jeffries and Griswald were both trial court judges who regularly imposed punishment on violent offenders. But every trial court judge did that, and none of the others had been killed. I looked down and found the place where I had left off, read a few words more, and looked up. There was a difference. Jeffries, because he thought he was so much smarter than everyone else, Griswald, because he was afraid he was not, would go out of their way to let a prisoner know how much they thought he deserved what he was going to get and how much they were going to enjoy giving it to him.

They were both easy to hate.

I shook my head in a futile attempt to clear it, read down to the end of the first page of the report, and then turned to the next. The words went out of focus. One murder might be explained because of a sentence one of them had given, but what were the odds that the same man would be sentenced to two different terms in prison, one by Jeffries, one by Griswald, and only decide after he had served the second one that both judges deserved to die. And even if it were possible, there was no way to explain the confession. Flynn had to be right. The only conceivable connection between the two crimes was that the first had inspired someone else to commit the second.

I put it all out of mind, at least long enough to finish reading the police reports. There was more work to be done after that, but I could not concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes at a time. I got up from the desk, told myself that it was almost time for lunch anyway, and headed out the door.

The zinc-colored sky was crisscrossed with turbulent black clouds and there was a hush in the clean damp springtime air. I felt a light sprinkle on my face and quickened my step. I was only a few blocks from where I wanted to go, but then, a moment later, the rain began to pound down, beating on the pavement in hard fast bursts, like shrapnel from an exploding shell.

People with umbrellas struggled to get them open. A woman, one hand holding down her skirt, whirled past me. I fell into the open doorway of a small corner grocery and waited for the rain to let up. The worst of it passed in a few minutes, and, staying close to the buildings, I moved on.

I spotted the bookstore on the other side of the street half a block away. Dodging the traffic, I jogged across and spent a moment in front of the window examining the sets of used books on display. In front of a clothbound set of the collected works of Pushkin, a place card listed a price which no longer seemed quite as expensive as when it had first been posted several years before. A bell rang when I opened the framed glass door.

Anatoly Chicherin was sitting on a plain wooden chair behind the front counter. Long rows of unpainted bookshelves stretched down both sides of three narrow passageways that led toward the back. The air was stagnant, heavy with the stale dust of books that had been left to molder nearly as long as the dead bones of their mainly forgotten authors.

Five foot six, with an owlish full face and a small flabby mouth, Anatoly Chicherin wore glasses so thick that, seen through their distorted refraction, his eyes seemed to bulge right out of his head.

He looked up at the sound of the bell with a smile on his face.

With surprising agility for someone his age, he leaped to his feet and came around the counter to greet me.

“You’re a little early,” he said in a voice that when you first heard it made you think it must have come from someone else.

It was resonant, rich, a voice that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside the earth.

Chicherin turned the sign that hung in the glass door so it read  CLOSED instead of OPEN, and then pulled down a shade smudged with hundreds of his own fingerprints.

“This will give us a little longer for the game,” he said. “I have the board all set up.”

He led me past two rows of Russian-titled volumes toward the dimly lit storage room in back. The Cyrillic script on the spines looked to my ignorant eye like English letters seen backward through a mirror.

Two straight-back wooden chairs faced each other across a small square wooden table with a chessboard in the middle. Flecked with the minuscule remains of a dozen dead insects, a single light bulb, suspended by a cloth-covered cord, hung down from the grease-covered ceiling. When Chicherin shut the door, shadows like black curtains fell over the walls.

On the front corner of an unremarkable metal desk, next to a pile of dog-eared journals, was a dented electric teakettle, which Chicherin proceeded to plug into the wall.

“It will just take a few minutes,” he said as he sat down opposite me. Rubbing his hands together, he glanced avidly at the chess pieces. “Shall we start, or shall we wait for the tea?”

“Let’s wait for the tea,” I replied, barely suppressing a grin. “I like to delay defeat as long as I can.”

“We’ve only been playing for six months. Did you expect to win so soon?”

“I lose every time we play, and we’ve played enough that I know we could keep playing for years and I’d never be able to beat you.”

With a laborious groan, as if something dead were being forced against its will to come back to life, the teakettle began to sizzle and then, a moment later, began to boil.

“You shouldn’t think like that,” he said while he poured the boiling water into a porcelain teapot. “You’re much better now than when we started.” He put the teapot on the side of the table and then brought us each a cup and saucer. “It needs to steep for a few minutes,” he said as he sat down.

Magnified out of all proportion by the thick-lens glasses perched on the bridge of his small snub nose, his eyes seemed to draw me toward him.

“You just need to slow down a little. You see a move and you take it. But sometimes, when you focus in like that, when you concentrate on what seems to be the main line of attack, you fail to see what is coming at you from the side, so to speak. Now,”

he said as he poured the tea, “let’s begin.”

It was over almost before the tea was cool enough to drink, another in my unbroken string of defeats.

“Much better,” he remarked as he swept the remaining pieces into a cigar box and folded up the board. Reaching for the teapot, he filled my cup and then his own. Holding the saucer in his hand, he sipped the tea, his eyes focused on me. “Now, tell me, what do you think about this business of a second judge being murdered? Is there perhaps a connection?”

My own suspicions suddenly seemed groundless and I found myself telling Chicherin what Flynn had told me. “The first one may have given the idea to someone else to do the second. Beyond that, no. The man who murdered Judge Jeffries confessed and then killed himself, so it can’t be the same person responsible for both.”

I said it as if it was simply self-evident, but his instincts were too good: He detected my doubt. “You’re not completely convinced that the man who confessed was telling the truth?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “There’s no reason to doubt it. He didn’t just confess, he committed suicide. Why would he have done that if he had confessed to something he had not done?”

His eyes on me, Chicherin ran his finger back and forth over his lower lip. “My father could have given you an answer to that,”

he said presently. “He once confessed to a crime he didn’t commit.”

“In Russia?” I asked, meeting his gaze. “What was the crime?”

A faraway look came into his eyes and his mouth twisted to the side. His head began slowly to move from side to side, and I was left with the feeling that there was not much in the past that he wanted to remember. “Treason,” he replied, as he sipped more tea. “Treason against the Revolution. My father was part of the generation that came of age during the October Revolution of 1917, the generation that believed in Lenin and thought the Communist Party was history’s chosen instrument.” A shrewd smile crossed Chicherin’s small moist mouth. “Communism was the religion of the intellectuals. They believed in it the way a true Catholic believes in the Church, without question or condition.

“The problem, of course, was that when Lenin died, Stalin took over, and Stalin was interested only in people who were loyal to him. He got rid of everyone who had come into positions of power under Lenin. Stalin was very shrewd. Instead of having them shot, which might have made martyrs of them, he accused them of crimes against the Soviet Union; he said they had spied for the capitalist powers that had sent troops to defeat the Red Army after the October Revolution. The charges were false, but most of the people accused, confessed, including Bukharin, the most famous of those put on trial. In open court Bukharin confessed to things he had never done.”

Bending forward, Chicherin looked at me intently and struck the table three times with his knuckles. “He didn’t confess to avoid his own death. He knew that once he made that confession, the only thing left was his execution. His confession was suicide. He didn’t do it to save his life. He did it because he believed that without that confession his life would have no meaning.

“Bukharin believed—they all believed—in the infallibility of the Communist Party. The party was in the service of history, and history,” Chicherin said with a rueful look, “was the one true God. If they denied the party, they would be denying the only God they had. Bukharin was put in the following position: He believed in the party, but the party insisted on his guilt. The only way he could deny his guilt was to deny that the party was right.

But how could the party—how could God—be wrong? Bukharin chose to remain a believer. He confessed and he was sentenced to death.”

Chicherin leaned against the back of the armless chair and folded his arms across his chest. He lowered his eyes, and placed one hand on the back of his neck. For a long time he stared down at the floor, a brooding look on his mouth. Finally, he tilted his head to the side far enough to cast a sideways glance at me.

“Have you never represented someone who confessed to something he did not do because of something he believed in?” he asked.

“I’ve had a few cases where someone made a false confession, but it was always to protect someone else. I’ve never had one where someone did it because of something they believed in.”

Removing his glasses, Chicherin closed his eyes and grasped the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry,” he said when he opened his eyes. There was a trace of weariness in his voice. “What you said made me think of how the world has changed. You find it perfectly reasonable that someone would be willing to take the blame for something they didn’t do to protect someone they loved. I remember the time when millions of people were in love with an idea, a cause, and were willing to die for it, Communism, democ-racy, Fascism, whatever it was, that was larger than themselves.

First God died, then Fascism, then Communism, and now what is there left to die for? Has the world become less insane, or perhaps more so?”

He pursed his lips and nodded slowly. Then he sat straight up and put on his glasses.

“The people who prosecuted my father were able to use both of these things, the cause he believed in and the people he loved.”

“What happened to him?” I asked after Chicherin fell into another long silence.

He turned up the palms of his hands. “He confessed to everything; he would have confessed to anything. He had a wife and a child. It was the only way to protect my mother and me from Siberia or worse.”

“I’m sorry,” I said sympathetically.

Chicherin smiled. “It was a long time ago. I was a small boy.

I didn’t know what happened until years later. My mother never told me. She said he had been killed in an accident.”

Finishing his tea, Chicherin sprang to his feet. “There’s something I should give you, something I think you should read.”

When he opened the door, the dim light from the shop dissolved the shadows that had draped the walls. I followed him as he moved briskly through the stacks. He lifted the shade on the front door and turned the sign around to announce that he was once again open for business.

With his back to me, he searched the shelves of a bookcase behind the counter. Most of the books had slips of paper sticking out the top, the name of the buyers who had ordered them or, sometimes, the address where they were to be sent. On more than one occasion he had explained to me that most of the money he made came from the rare or out-of-print books for which col-lectors were willing to pay substantial amounts. His own specialty was Russian-language first editions.

“Here it is,” he announced, tapping with his outstretched finger the spine of a small volume on the shelf second from the top.

He moved the stepladder into position and pulled it out.  “The Possessed, by Dostoyevsky. Have you read it?” he asked as he handed it to me across the counter.

“I’ve read  The Brothers Karamazov  and   Crime and Punishment, but no, I haven’t read this. I may have started it once.”

As if seized by a sudden impulse, his head gave a slight jerk.

A moment later, a thin smile dashed across his mouth.

“In a certain way,” he said, “this is a companion to  Crime and Punishment.  Raskolnikov kills the old woman with an axe because he wants her money and because he believes in nothing that would stop him. He has rejected all morality, all religion; he is a nihilist, someone for whom nothing can be more important than himself.  The Possessed, on the other hand, is an account of what can happen when people like this band together, and decide to destroy not just one human being, but everything, because they believe in nothing except the supreme importance of replacing everything with something of their own creation. They believe they can create a better world, because they don’t believe in the one that exists.”

I was still thinking of the confessed killer of Calvin Jeffries, trying to make it fit into what Chicherin was telling me. “How does that explain someone who confesses to a crime he did not do and then commits suicide?”

“It’s what Bukharin did; it’s what my father did,” he reminded me. “This book,” he went on, nodding toward the volume in my hand, “has some extraordinary things about the way in which people who no longer believe in religion or morality, who feel betrayed by those beliefs, have nothing left but the desire to destroy everything connected with them. Dostoyevsky understands the emptiness of the soul; but he thinks it can only be filled again by a belief in a Christian God. Anything else is nihilism. And, who knows, perhaps it is, but the same thing that leads some people to Dostoyevsky’s God leads others to believe in other things, things for which they are sometimes willing to die.”

Chicherin sat down on the chair behind the counter and sighed.

Removing his glasses, he blew his breath on them until they clouded over and then wiped them clean on the arm of his gray long-sleeve shirt.

“Consider Dostoyevsky himself. He had the unique experience of being a witness to his own execution. Arrested in his youth for radical activity with organizations advocating a socialist society, he was sentenced to death. He was lined up against a wall and blindfolded. He could hear the order being given to the execution squad to raise their rifles, then the order to take aim. In the stillness of that early morning he could hear the sound of the rifles being cocked.”

Chicherin looked at me. “What do you think must have passed through his mind? Do you think it was what people so often say about the last few seconds before you’re about to die: that his whole life passed in front of his eyes?” He folded his arms and crossed his legs and began to rock back and forth. “There was a time in my life when I used to think about that: what it would be like, waiting for your own execution.” He gave me a reassuring glance. “I was in Russia then, and it was never anything imminent, just an occasional possibility. But when I did think about it, and when I’ve thought about what Dostoyevsky went through and some of the things he later wrote, I think it’s more likely that it would seem as if your whole life had been nothing—had no meaning at all—except as the prelude to this one moment, this last moment you’ll ever know.”

He looked down at his pale hands, pondering another thought.

“It’s fascinating, isn’t it?” he asked, tilting his head toward me.

“The way someone who knows he will be executed stands and waits, as if, even at that last moment, he cares for nothing so much as how he looks and what others—the people who are about to take his life—will think of him. He doesn’t fall on his knees—

at least not very often—he doesn’t grovel, try to beg for mercy.

He may have thought himself a coward all his life, but now, when there is no alternative but death, he looks it calmly in the eye.

Who knows what it is? Courage, defiance, or nothing more than good manners, the belief that this is how he is supposed to act, no different in principle than knowing what to say to your host when you take your leave. Even in death we don’t want to make a bad impression.” A look of disgust spread over his face. “My father of course was not given this opportunity. They shot him in his prison cell, in the back of the head.”

He stared straight ahead for a moment and then his expression changed again. When he looked at me, his eyes, or what I could see of them through those thick lenses, seemed cheerful and alive.

“I’ve sometimes wondered what my father thought about, when he felt the cold hard steel of the revolver push against the back of his head. Did he think about my mother, about me? Did he try to let us know his last thought was for us? And what of Bukharin—was his last thought for that revolution he loved so much he was willing to tell the world he had betrayed it?

“The rifles were cocked and aimed, and the only order left was the order to fire. Dostoyevsky knew that the next word spoken would be the last word he would ever hear. It never came. There was no order to fire. The prisoners stood there, blindfolded, their hands tied behind their backs, waiting, wondering, trying not to let themselves begin to hope. Then, gradually, they knew that it was over, that there would be no execution, that they had been put out there to teach them what it would be like if they were ever sentenced to death again. Some of them went mad; the rest went to Siberia. Dostoyevsky became a deeply religious man. Instead of revolution, he now believed in the importance and the power of redemption.”

Scratching his chin, Chicherin opened a drawer and took out a ragged sheet of stationery. With slow, tedious strokes he guided the blunt point of the dark blue fountain pen back and forth across the page.

“The crucial thing to notice about Dostoyevsky,” he remarked as he wrote, “is this astonishing capacity to believe, this need to believe in something that made sense of the world.”

When he finished, he removed the cap from the end of the barrel and slid it down the nib until it clicked into place. He folded the sheet in half and, gesturing for the book I was holding in my hand, placed it inside and then handed it back.

As we shook hands, he nodded again toward the book. “All I’m suggesting is that it is by no means impossible that someone could confess to something they did not do and then commit suicide. It is not impossible at all.”

It was only when I was a few blocks away that I remembered the sheet of paper Chicherin had placed inside the book. I thought he had given me the book on loan, but when I read what he had written I knew he had made me a gift of it.

“For Joseph Antonelli, who has learned that sooner or later everyone has to lose. From his good friend, Anatoly Chicherin.”

There was a sudden chill in the air. I put the sheet of paper back inside the book and hurried down the street.

 


Fifteen

_______

Howard Flynn might be early, but he was never on time. I knew that as well as I knew anything, but when he asked me to meet him outside my building at two-fifteen it never occurred to me that I could be late. It was now two-thirty and there was still no sign of him.

Loosening my tie, I unbuttoned my shirt collar while I searched up and down the sidewalk. The sky was a harsh white glare and the air had the smell of something burning. It was the first hot day of the year, the day that made you believe that this might be the year when you did not have to endure yet another month of rain before the clear dry days of summer came to stay. I kept watching the sidewalk, hoping by an act of will to make Flynn appear. I concentrated so hard I could almost see him, his red face dripping with sweat as he lumbered up the street.

“Over here,” someone yelled.

Absently, I turned around. Flynn was in his car, stopped in the middle of traffic, waving at me while the drivers behind him leaned on their horns.

“You were supposed to meet me in front,” I complained after I tumbled in.

“This is the front,” he muttered between his teeth as he bolted through a red light. He swerved just in time to miss a car that had started through the intersection when the light changed.

“Learn to drive!” he shouted when the driver of the car shook his fist.

“Your window is up,” I reminded him, rolling my eyes. “He can’t hear you. You’re wasting your breath.”

With both hands on top of the wheel and his eyes focused straight ahead, Flynn slowed down, content to follow the traffic ahead of him. A jaded smile flickered at the edges of his mouth.

“It doesn’t matter he can’t hear me. That’s not the point.”

I knew that look and the twisted logic that usually accompanied it. “Well, then, what is the point?”

“The point is, I can hear me. And, frankly, I thought I sounded pretty good. What did you think?” he asked with a sideways glance.

“I could have given him the finger, but, hell, everybody does that these days. I could have screamed an obscenity, but everybody does that, too. Besides, those things just show anger. I was trying to be helpful,” he explained. “I said, ‘Learn to drive.’ It was my civic duty and I did it,” he said with mocking pride. “And just what the hell have you done for your country lately, counselor?” he asked with a ruddy grin.

Ignoring him, I stared out the window at the passing buildings.

“Where we going anyway?”

“There’s someone I want you to meet. He was one of the lead investigators in the Jeffries murder. He interviewed the guy who did it. He heard his confession.”

Flynn had told me when he called that there was someone who knew something about the murder of Calvin Jeffries that I ought to hear. He had not told me it was a cop.

“But I know about the confession,” I said, trying not to sound as agitated as I felt. “The only thing I don’t know is whether the confession was true, and I won’t know that until I know the results of the DNA test.”

“I forgot to tell you. The blood on the knife belonged to Jeffries.”

“The DNA results prove it? Then that’s it. You were right.

Whoever killed Griswald was a copycat.”

“That’s why I thought you might want to talk to this fellow.

It may not be that simple after all.”

“It wasn’t a copycat killing?”

His eyes on the road, Flynn shook his head. “No. I still think that’s what happened. It’s the Jeffries murder that isn’t so simple.”

We had left the city and were going south on the freeway.

“Why aren’t we meeting him at the police station?”

He let go of the wheel with his right hand and rubbed his shoulder while he moved his head from side to side, stretching out the muscles in his neck. “He didn’t want to have to explain what he was doing having a private conversation with a defense attorney.”

I was pretty certain I knew the answer, but I asked anyway.

“How do you happen to know him?”

Flynn shrugged. “Meetings.”

That was how Flynn had met most of the people he knew, the meetings he attended sometimes seven nights a week where alcoholics took turns telling the stories of their addiction. It was surprising how many lawyers, judges, and cops went to those meetings. Or perhaps it was not surprising at all. Most of the people I met, after you got to know them, had problems of their own, whether it was alcohol or drugs, errant children or unfaithful wives. Madness comes in all shapes and sizes.

A few minutes later we were off the freeway, winding along a narrow blacktop road. Large brightly painted wooden signs propped up from behind by long two-by-fours announced one new development after another. Two-story houses in various stages of construction with wood shake roofs and massive stone fronts stood so close together that each seemed to trespass on the other. They were everywhere, on both sides of the road and as far ahead as the eye could see, new houses for new families, with enough bedrooms for each of the children and enough garage space for all of the cars. There was something vaguely depressing about the sameness of it all, which only deepened my growing sense of annoyance.

“This isn’t something you could have told me?” I asked as the car hit another teeth-rattling bump.

“What are you complaining about? Don’t you think it’s a nice day for a ride in the country?”

“I’m not involved in the Jeffries case.” I winced as soon as I said it. I was not involved, but neither was he, and I was the one who had asked him to find out what he could. Flynn paid no attention to what I had said, and I felt even worse. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

We passed the last development with its dozen red banners flying from a dozen white-painted poles, and followed the road as it curved under the branches of an oak tree and then out into an open field. A half mile farther on, Flynn turned into a dirt driveway that ran down to a small ranch-style house near a river at the back of a fenced five acres.

At the end of the driveway, opposite the house, inside a small corral next to a two-stall barn, someone was rubbing down a spirited chestnut-colored horse. In his early forties, with short black hair parted on the side, the man was dressed in dark jeans and boots. He was not very tall, but he was muscular across his shoulders and upper arms. When he heard the car, he patted the nose of the horse and then, stepping back, slapped his open hand on its flank. The horse snorted, tossed its head, and bounded away, dust flying up behind its hooves. Shutting the gate to the corral behind him, Flynn’s friend waited while we got out of the car.

I recognized him right away. When Flynn started to introduce us, I stopped him. “Detective Stewart and I are old friends.”

“But it’s probably the first time we’ve ever shaken hands,” he remarked pleasantly. He moved slowly and spoke quietly and had about him a certain understated authority that made you think he was someone you could trust.

“We’ve been in a few trials together,” I explained to Flynn.

“A few I’d rather not remember,” Stewart remarked, chuckling to himself. “Let’s get something to drink,” he said as he slapped me on the shoulder.

We sat at a wooden picnic table in front of the house, drinking lemonade. A breeze stirred the branches of the oak tree overhead, and shadows ran back and forth across our hands as we talked about the way things had changed and tried to remember the first trial in which he had been a witness for the prosecution and I had been the attorney for the defense. After a few minutes there was a long silence. I looked across the table at Stewart and waited.

“Howard tells me you’re interested in the Jeffries case.”

“Yes, but I’m not sure why,” I admitted.

Stewart laughed. “If he’d thrown me in jail for contempt, I’d be interested in his murder.”

Was there anyone who did not know what Jeffries had done to me? Stewart read my eyes. “Everyone thought Jeffries was a hero when he did that.”

“I didn’t.”

“Every cop,” he explained, though he knew he did not have to. I understood the way cops—most cops—thought about defense lawyers. “Every cop who had not spent much time in his courtroom,” he added. He looked at me with a knowing smile and then shook his head. “I used to feel sorry for the lawyers. He had to have been the meanest man alive. That’s what makes his murder so difficult to understand.”

“I should have thought it was the other way around,” I said without thinking. He was not speaking about the fact Jeffries had been killed but, as I now realized, something else altogether.

“With all the people who hated him and no doubt wished him dead, it seems a little strange that the one who killed him had no reason to hate him at all.” He pondered the meaning of what he had just said and then added, “At least no reason we could find.”

“Are you saying it was random after all, a robbery gone bad?”

He hesitated and then shook his head. “No, it wasn’t random.

He meant to kill Jeffries.” Again he hesitated. “He meant to kill someone, anyway. He was waiting in the parking garage, hiding behind Jeffries’s car.”

We were sitting in the mid-afternoon sun, the scent of hay and horses in the air, swatting away an occasional fat fly, but our conversation still fell back into the old habits of lawyers and witnesses: I broke everything he said into new questions I wanted to ask. “He was hiding behind Jeffries’s car. Did he know it was Jeffries’s car?”

“I don’t know. It might have been a coincidence. At that hour there were only a few other cars there. He might have been hiding there, waiting for Jeffries; or he might have been hiding there, waiting for the first person to show up.”

“That was the section though where only court staff were allowed to park, right?”

Stewart nodded. “He wanted to kill someone connected with the court, and from a couple things he said, I’m pretty sure he wanted to kill a judge. But whether he intended to kill Jeffries in particular …” His voice trailed off, and he gazed across at the small corral where his horse was munching on a bucket of oats.

“He had no reason to kill Jeffries,” he said presently.

“Jeffries had never sent him to prison?” I asked, repeating the assumption that had seemed to explain everything.

“No, and if he was ever inside Jeffries’s courtroom it was not as a defendant. That much we know for sure.”

“But he confessed. He didn’t say whether he intended to kill him?”

“He said he meant to kill who he killed.” Stewart watched me, waiting to see if I took it as literally as he meant it. “That’s what he said, almost verbatim. ‘I meant to kill who I killed.’ He must have said it a half dozen times before I started to wonder if he had any idea who the victim was.” With his index finger, Stewart drew a face in the condensation that had formed on the glass pitcher filled with lemonade and ice. “I don’t think he did it,”

Stewart said, as he carefully retraced the circle he had drawn.

“But you just said he intended to kill someone, whether it was Jeffries or not.”

His finger stopped moving and he looked up. “No, I think he did it, all right.”

“You think he did it, but you don’t think he did it?”

He followed his finger as it began to move again, broadening the outline of the face he had drawn until it disappeared. “That’s exactly right,” he said, as he picked up the pitcher and refilled our glasses. “He did it, but he didn’t do it.” When he finished pouring, he put the pitcher to the side, out of reach. “Everything fits. There’s no question that Whittaker killed Judge Jeffries. None at all. We found him and he confessed. He described every detail of what he had done: where he was; how he held the knife; how he waited until Jeffries opened the door to his car; how he slipped up behind him and grabbed him around the throat while he plunged the knife into his gut. The way he described it was like watching a movie: You could see everything, just the way it happened.”

Stewart raised his eyebrows. “It was like he was watching, too; watching himself, observing everything, making sure he did not miss any part of it. He talked about the way the knife went into Jeffries’s stomach, straight to the hilt, as if he had been standing in front, watching it happen, instead of holding on to Jeffries from behind. He told us details only the killer could have known.

It was not just what he said, either: He had the knife. He did not even try to hide it. Hide it! He had not even tried to wipe it clean! He was found living under the Morrison Street Bridge, one of the homeless. He was surrounded. There was no way for him to get away. But he acted like he was expecting us. There were a dozen cops, weapons drawn, every one of them trained on him, or rather trained on a group of four or five homeless men sitting around a small fire they had built to keep warm. Any one of them could have matched the description we had been given by an anonymous informant. You know what he did—as soon as his name was called out? He stood up, raised his arms, and …

smiled. Smiled! Can you believe it? It was as if he had been waiting for someone to find him—not like a fugitive, but like somebody who got lost in the woods waiting for a rescue party. As soon as they had the handcuffs on him, he told them where to find the knife. They had not asked him anything. He just nodded his head toward a greasy bedroll a few feet away. ‘The knife is in there.’ Just like that. It’s the only piece of evidence that can link him to the crime and he gives it up without being asked.”

Flynn, who since we sat down had listened in silence, had a question. “If he was that eager to be helpful, why didn’t he just turn himself in?”

“I don’t know, Howard. Nothing about him made much sense.

Maybe it was part of the game.”

“The game?” I asked.

He acknowledged the question with a nod as a way of post-poning an answer. Once he started following a train of thought he did not want to lose it. Flynn had the same habit, born, I suppose, out of the fear that unless they concentrated on one thing at a time they might forget something important, the way they had forgotten things when all they thought about was the next drink and the one after that.

“Everything fit. He had the knife—his fingerprints were the only ones on it. The blood—and we know it for certain now—

belonged to Jeffries. And he described things about the crime no one else could have known.”

“And then he killed himself,” I interjected.

Stewart gave me a strange look. “If you believe what the junkie in the cell across from him said.”

“What are you suggesting? That he didn’t kill himself? That someone else … ?”

He was careful. “I’m not suggesting anything. But all we know for sure is that he was found in his cell with the top of his skull caved in, and the only eyewitness is a barely literate drug addict who couldn’t remember the last time he told the truth about anything.”

“Are you saying you think the police, or someone—?”

He held up both hands and turned his face to the side. “I’m not saying anything, but it’s a real strange way to kill yourself.”

He drew his jaw back and made a clicking noise as he tapped his teeth together. “Why I should find anything about this case stranger than anything else is a kind of mystery in itself,” he said, thinking out loud. He leaned forward, resting his folded arms on the table. “I’ve interviewed thousands of suspects, listened to hundreds of confessions, but this was different. There was no remorse.

I don’t mean just about what he had done, killed another human being. There was no remorse, no regret, about anything: not about getting caught, not about being locked up, not about what he had to know was going to happen to him. I’ve sometimes wondered whether—if he really did kill himself—he had already decided to do that while he was talking to me. He was—or at least he seemed—completely indifferent to everything. No, that’s not right. He was not indifferent, not the way we normally mean it.

He was pleased. Yes, that’s right: pleased, satisfied—more than content, almost serene.

“I asked him why he had done it, and he said: ‘I really can’t say.’ He said it each time I asked, always that same phrase: ‘I really can’t say.’ But the meaning seemed to change. It was not clear whether he did not know why he had done it, or—and I know this must sound incredible, but it is what I started to think at the time—he knew exactly why he had done it, but for some reason thought that he was not supposed to tell.

“As soon as I understood that his words could be taken in two different senses, I realized that he was aware that the phrase had a double meaning and that he had chosen it deliberately. I began to watch him more closely. At first I thought he was playing a game with us, laughing at us. There were two other investigators in the room, and we took turns asking him questions. His basic expression never changed, that same look of self-contentment, the look of someone who knows something you do not—something so incredibly important that he actually feels sorry that he can’t tell you what it is, something he knows you’ll never figure out on your own.”

Biting his lip, Stewart narrowed his eyes and shook his head, struggling to catch hold of a thought so elusive that it slipped farther away each time he was sure he had it. With one last shake of his head, he gave up. “I’d seen that look before.” Turning his shoulders, he waved his arm toward the oak trees scattered over the open space around us. “My wife loved it out here. Twenty years ago, this was the country. There wasn’t anything else, just trees and green grass, and the river. You could ride your horse for miles and not see a house or a car. It was a wonderful place to live, a great place to raise kids.” He exchanged a glance with Flynn. “Then I started drinking. The more I drank, the more involved she became with her church. I became a drunk; she became a born-again Christian. That’s when I first saw that look, on my wife’s face, a kind of light in her eyes. Whether it’s peace or joy, I don’t know; but whatever it is, it’s there, it’s real, and it used to make me crazy.”

He clenched his teeth, mortified by the thought of what he had once been like. “I did some pretty bad things,” he said presently. “But I think I could have killed her and with her last breath she would have forgiven me. That’s what made me crazy, this absolute certainty she had that she knew the truth and felt sorry for me because I did not. That was kind of the look he had.”

He stopped, and in the same way he had before, bit his lip, shook his head, and narrowed his eyes. “You know how most of these people are, the ones who wind up in the system: dull, sullen, lethargic, only roused to rage. He was not like that at all. He moved around a lot, animated, lively. His eyes never stayed still: They jumped all around. His face was full of expressions, all of them colored by that same look of—what shall I call it?—cheerfulness? It seems a strange thing to call the look on the face of a murderer, but that’s what it was. He had no regret about what he had done and no fear at all about what was going to happen to him. In that sense at least he was like someone born again, all his sins washed away, and heaven waiting with open arms.”

Stewart searched my eyes. “The difference is that I’m convinced he did not think what he had done to Jeffries was a sin. I believe he thought he had done something commendable, something he was supposed to do. And I’ll tell you something else,”

he said, raising his chin. “If he had not died in jail, he never would have been convicted of murder in a court of law.”

It was irrational. There was no logic to it. None of it made sense. I reminded him of what he had just finished telling me: The police had a confession and all the physical evidence a prosecutor would need.

Stewart’s eyes had an inner light of their own. There was something he had not told me yet. I remembered what he had said at the beginning, that seemingly paradoxical remark about being both guilty and not guilty at the same time.

Flynn shifted his gaze from me to his friend. “Tell him about the other murder.”

“The other murder?” I asked.

Stewart nodded. “This wasn’t the first time he killed someone; Jeffries wasn’t his first victim.”

I was confused. This seemed to supply the very motive Stewart claimed he had not been able to find. “Are you sure—absolutely sure—that Jeffries wasn’t the judge who sent him to prison for the first murder?”

Stewart looked at me without expression. “He never went to prison,” he said evenly.

“He murdered someone, and he never went to prison?” I asked skeptically.

“When he was eighteen, he killed his father. The father was a drunk,” he said, exchanging another glance with Flynn. “Whenever he got really drunk he used his wife—the boy’s mother—as a punching bag. He put her in the hospital a couple of times.

One night, the boy came home, found him kicking the hell out of her—literally kicking the hell out of her—and he killed him.

He didn’t just kill him, either. He did to his father what his father had been doing to her, just beat the hell out of him. And then, when he had him down on the floor, barely conscious, he started kicking in his face. By the time he was through there was nothing left.

“They charged him with manslaughter and they did a psychiatric. Something had broken inside him, whether because of what he had seen his father doing to his mother, or because of what he had done to his father—who knows? Whatever the cause, he wasn’t competent to stand trial.”

I knew what had happened next. “And so they shipped him off to the state hospital. When did he get out?”

“A few weeks before the murder. He escaped. It would have all come out of course. But when he died in jail, there didn’t seem to be any point in telling anyone that Jeffries had been murdered by a mental patient.”

“How many people know about this?” I asked.

“Just a couple of us. We didn’t know anything about him when he was picked up. By the time we ran his prints and were able to check his records, he was already dead. The investigation was over.”

“But you’re sure it was him? He couldn’t have confessed to something he didn’t do? The physical evidence could have been planted, and if he was that far out of his head …”

“No,” he said emphatically. “He described how he killed him.

Only the killer knew that. We never released those details.”

“Jeffries was stabbed to death,” I said, repeating what everyone knew from the published reports.

“Stabbed him, then disemboweled him.”

I could not believe it. “You’re telling me that Jeffries somehow managed to crawl back to his office with his intestines hanging out?”

We finished what was left of the lemonade and said goodbye.

As we drove off, I turned around and watched Stewart stroke the nose of his horse and then lead him into the barn.

“What happened to his wife?” I asked Flynn as we jolted down the dirt drive and onto the main road.

“I don’t know. She left him a long time ago. Took the kids and moved away. He stopped drinking after that.”

We drove past the same new development we had come by before, and the same brightly painted signs, some of them with pictures of happy-faced families about to take possession of their share of the American dream.

“Tell me,” I said as Flynn stared ahead at the road. “Do you think Elliott Winston would appreciate the irony that after what Calvin Jeffries did to him, the great judge was murdered by a mental patient?”

 


Sixteen

_______

The death of Quincy Griswald had in a certain sense been the unfortunate imitation of his life. He had spent years under the intellectual dominance of Calvin Jeffries, constantly reminded of his own shortcomings as a judge, never allowed to forget the distinctly second-rate qualities of his mind. Finally freed of the burden of this invidious comparison, he was murdered barely two months after Jeffries was killed. If the order had been reversed, and Griswald had been murdered while Jeffries was still alive, the search for his killer would have been the one conducted with intense public scrutiny and a relentless demand for immediate results. Instead, though no one was willing to come right out and say it, after one judge had been murdered there was nothing unique about the murder of another. Even in the manner of his own murder, Quincy Griswald had not been able to escape the enveloping shadow of Calvin Jeffries.

The press treated it as a copycat killing, and I had no reason to disagree. Both had been killed the same way, or rather both had been killed the way the police had told everyone Jeffries had been killed. Both had been stabbed to death, but Jeffries had also been eviscerated. The crimes were too much alike for the similarity to be coincidental, and too different to support a suggestion that the two together had been the work of co-conspirators taking turns in a private war against the judiciary. It seemed clear that whoever had killed Griswald had read about the murder of Jeffries and decided for reasons of his own to do the same thing.

There were no more stories about possible conspiracies, none of the vague allusions to powerful enemies that had been made during the investigation of the first murder of a state court judge.

The public could breathe easily. Quincy Griswald had been killed by someone without originality, and Calvin Jeffries by a man of no consequence. It might as well have been a random act of violence, which, because it could happen to anyone, was no more to be feared than any other chance event. It might have been a little more disconcerting had the public been told that Jeffries had been murdered by a mental patient who had murdered once before. It might have raised a question about how he had managed to escape. It might have raised a question about how many of the homeless men who slept in the alleyways and under the bridges, how many of these ruined creatures whose presence among us we tried so hard to ignore, had at one time or another been institutionalized because of a mental disease or, a question even more uncomfortable, should be institutionalized now instead of left free to wander the streets without proper care or, for that matter, any care at all.

In only one place did the murder of Quincy Griswald have a more dramatic effect than the murder of Calvin Jeffries. So long as only one judge had been murdered, it was an exception, an extraordinary event that, precisely because it was extraordinary, required no serious alteration in the way things were done inside the courthouse where he had worked and where he had been killed. The murder of a second judge meant that no one could feel safe. Almost overnight, the parking structure was fenced off with a steel screen and only people with the proper official iden-tification were allowed to go in or out. Security inside the courthouse was tightened as well. Everyone who entered had to empty their pockets, open their briefcases, and pass through metal-detecting devices. Uniformed guards roamed the corridors, and floors where the public had no business were sealed off. Now, for the first time, when a stranger walked into a courtroom, everyone noticed. You could see it in their eyes, that sudden, barely concealed fear, the fear that it might be Quincy Griswald’s killer come back for more.

There were other, more subtle changes. The clerk who checked my name off the list of those who had a matter before the court that morning actually looked at me and said hello. When a deputy sheriff brought my client, shackled at the ankles and wrists, into the courtroom, he seemed to move more slowly, as if time was no longer quite so pressing. The deputy district attorney who was there to argue the state’s position on my motion to suppress nodded politely when I took my place at the counsel table. When the judge invited me to begin, his voice was calm, subdued, a bare whisper in the somber stillness of the room.

It was a straight legal argument on a disputed point in the Byzantine case law on search and seizure, and as I went through it, summarizing what I had written in my ten-page brief, I knew the judge would rule against me, and I knew he knew it, too.

The defense made the motion; the state opposed the motion; the judge, after both sides had filed their written briefs and made their oral arguments, denied the motion. That was how you set into motion the legal machinery by which one day, perhaps five or six years from now, the Supreme Court of the United States would decide that the existing law, or the way in which that law had been interpreted, was in some respect invalid. It was what held the whole thing together, this knowledge that whether you practiced in downtown New York or in some dusty, windblown town in the high desert of eastern Oregon, no one had the power of final judgment. You could appeal and appeal again, appeal until you finally had the chance, a chance that might come once in your life, to argue a case in front of the nine justices of the only court from which there could be no appeal.

If you were serious about your work, if you were serious about yourself, you wrote every brief, and you made every oral argument as if you were already there, in front of the Supreme Court itself. You stood in an empty courtroom, in front of a judge you sometimes suspected had not bothered to so much as glance at the written brief you had submitted, a judge who might be a friend or an enemy, someone you might play cards with in your spare time, and you always began, “May it please the court.”

It went like clockwork. I argued, the state argued, and I argued again. The judge had no questions he wanted to ask and, passing the file to his clerk, announced in a cool, deliberate manner that, in the phrase uttered so often it had become engraved in my mind, “Having listened to the arguments of counsel, and having been advised of the premises, the court finds that the defendant has failed to show why the evidence alluded to should be suppressed. The motion is therefore denied.”

Gathering up my papers, I dropped them into my briefcase, and then, putting it behind me, turned to go. It was like stepping into a hole. The weight that was supposed to be at the end of my hand was not there. Half the leather handle had ripped away from the briefcase and was dangling from my hand like a fallen climber clinging to a rope. Reaching down, I scooped it up and with my hand around the bottom held it next to my side.

“You were very good, Mr. Joseph Antonelli.”

I knew who it was before I looked, the voice I used to listen to in the middle of the night when I was still young, the voice that could now make me remember things I thought I had forgotten. Sitting alone at the end of the spectators’ bench closest to the door, Jennifer laughed at the surprised expression I had not been able to hide.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as she began to walk toward me. Holding her hands in front of her, staring down at her shoes, a mirthful look on her face, she slid first one foot, then the other ahead. I watched her come, wondering at the mischief going on in her mind. “When did you get back?”

“A couple of days ago,” she said, looking up. As soon as she saw me, her expression changed. “What is it? Why do you have that funny look on your face?” she asked, cocking her head.

“I was thinking about the agonies of self-doubt and suspicion I would have gone through—that I used to go through—when you went away somewhere and I didn’t hear from you the moment you got back.”

She wrapped her fingers around my arm and gently squeezed.

Then she let go and the catlike grin again spread over her mouth and her eyes began their cheerful dance. “Did I ever tell you that before you ever asked me out, before you even knew I was alive, I was dreaming about you and about the things that would happen, things I would do that would make you notice me, make you want to be with me and love me the way I already knew I was going to love you?” Her hand was on my sleeve again, and as she pressed her fingers tight, she tossed her head.

“And did I ever tell you that I was doing exactly the same thing, dreaming about what I would do to make you want to be with me, fall in love with me as desperately as I was in love with you?” I asked.

The door on the side opened and the clerk bustled in to collect something she had left on her desk.

“How did you know I was here?” I asked as we left the courtroom.

“I called your office and your secretary told me you were in court this morning. I thought it would be fun to watch.”

I shifted the briefcase to the other arm and held the door for her.

“It was interesting. You seemed so serious. It was you, and it wasn’t you. It’s funny. I used to think about what you’d be like when you were older, and then, watching you, I kept thinking about what you were like when you were younger.” Trying to keep hold of the thought, she stopped and turned to me. “I see you the way you were, and when I do, I start to see you the way you’ve become. Does that make sense? To see you both ways at once, as if all the time between then and now vanished? That you’ve always been both what you are and what you were?”

We stood outside in the late morning light, not quite certain what to do next.

“I’m parked down the street,” she said.

“I don’t have to go back to the office for a while.” After an awkward pause, I added, “I mean if you have time.”

Aimlessly, we wandered down the street. My hand brushed against hers, and once or twice she touched my sleeve, gently tugging it to emphasize something she said. We passed a cafe, noticed it was largely deserted, and without a word about what we were doing, turned around, went inside, and took a booth at the back. A stoop-shouldered, blunt-eyed waitress, her mouth twitching at the side while she listened, took our brief order.

Soundlessly, her eyes locked in a petrified stare, she brought two sand-colored mugs and a grease-stained coffeepot. Setting the mugs together at the edge of the table, she filled them full and, taking the pot away, left them there.

I crossed my eyes and made a face as I shoved one cup toward Jennifer and dragged the other one toward me. She started to laugh, then covered her mouth with her hand. I took a drink and then put it down. It had a stale bitter taste and I wanted to take it back and ask for a fresh pot. Jennifer put her hand on my wrist. “It’s all right,” she said after she had taken a sip. “It isn’t that bad.”

I shook my head in disagreement, pushed the cup out of my way, and leaned forward on my elbows. “How was your mother?”

“Fine. I told her I’d seen you.” She paused, amused at something that had been said. “I told her about our first date—what I said to you when you brought me home.” Her eyes stayed on me while she turned her head slightly to the side. “She said that the next time I wanted to invite you to spend the night, I didn’t need to ask.” Her eyes flashed for just an instant, and then she looked down and stirred cream into the coal black coffee. “And what have you been doing while I was gone?”

“Not too much. I got so drunk the night we had dinner and you had to go home early that I had to call for help. Howard Flynn—there’s a story—took me home and put me to bed and came back the next morning to take me to work.”

“You got drunk?” she asked, a look of alarm in her eyes.

“Close enough. First time in a long time.”

“But why?”

Somewhere below the surface of my conscious mind I knew the answer, but I was not ready to put it into words, and I was not sure I ever would. After all this time—a lifetime—Jennifer was back, and things I thought were dead had come back to life.

At least I thought they had, or was I just imagining that nothing had really changed, that I still loved her because of the way I had loved her then, all those years ago, when I thought I would never see her again and was convinced that my life was as good as over? That night at dinner I thought I was falling in love with her the way I had the first time, but then, after she was gone, I began to wonder how much of it was because of what had happened before, how much of it was because it seemed somehow finally to make sense out of things and to give some meaning to a broken heart. If we had just met, two middle-aged strangers, would there have been any real attraction at all, or would we have just enjoyed each other’s company and not been terribly worried whether we ever saw each other again? I did not want to talk about it. Things were all too tangled up.

“I didn’t intend to get drunk,” I said with a shrug. “It just happened.”

Jennifer looked at me, searching my eyes, a gentle, sympathetic smile floating over her wide mouth.

“It’s all right, Joey. You don’t have to be in love with me.”

The thought, spoken out loud, spoken by her, that I might not be in love with her anymore, gave me a strange, empty feeling, as if I were losing her again, the way I had lost her before.

“No,” I insisted vehemently, “that’s not it. I am in love with you. It’s just that I don’t quite understand it.”

For a while we did not say anything. We sat there, seeing each other the way we used to be, the way no one else had ever seen us, and realized as we did that whatever else had happened there was something about us both that had not changed at all.

I began to talk, but not about us. I told her instead about the things I had done while she was away. I told her about my visit with the widow of Calvin Jeffries and what Calvin Jeffries had done with her help to Elliott Winston.

“He’s been in the state hospital for twelve years?” she asked, horrified. “I told you what happened to me. I was in the hospital, but for only six months, and it wasn’t a state hospital—an asylum for the criminally insane—it was a private clinic where everyone is very discreet and everyone has a private room.” She shook her head. “Twelve years! In a place like that!

“You start to change,” she went on, talking in a clear, calm voice. “Even when you’re there for just a relatively short period of time. You don’t notice it, not at first, and perhaps if you stay there for a long time you never notice it. You have your particular problem, the problem that brought you there, but everyone around you—all the other patients—have problems, too. There is not as much difference between you and the others as there is on the outside. Everyone has a mental illness, and you begin to see that as the normal state of things.”

No matter how hard I tried, I still saw her the way she had been. It was almost impossible for me to think of her hospitalized for depression. Instead of trying to go further into what she had said, instead of inquiring into what she understood as the ambiguous meaning of normality, I denied that she had ever been seriously ill.

“But you’re fine now. Elliott Winston, on the other hand, will probably never be well.”

She started to say something, seemed to think better of it, and withdrew behind a polite smile. She sipped on her coffee for a while and then asked me how I had spent the weekend.

“Nothing unusual. I went into the office Saturday morning, then played chess with a Russian emigre whose father was executed by Stalin in the name of history.”

She was not sure whether I was telling the truth or not.

“Anatoly Chicherin runs a bookstore. He convinced me to play chess with him, though I don’t know why: I could play him for a hundred years and never win.”

“His father was killed by Stalin?”

I leaned against the wall and pulled my knee onto the bench seat. “The irony is that Anatoly became a state prosecutor. He left when the Soviet Union self-destructed. He likes to talk about criminal cases. That’s how we became friends. He’s fascinated by the way we do it here.” I tapped my fingers on the table, watching the way she kept her eyes on me. “He thinks we’re crazy. He says everyone here wants to win; no one cares about justice. He insists he never charged anyone unless he was absolutely certain they were guilty. Imagine! Inside the most corrupt system in the world, and he would not think of charging anyone if he thought there was a chance they were innocent.”

I was showing off, talking about things on a grand scale, though I knew all the time that it had no effect because it made no difference. Talk, be silent, say something halfway interesting, or make a fool out of myself, the way she looked at me would not change.

“Saturday was the first time he told me about his father. We were talking about the Jeffries murder. A second judge—Quincy Griswald—was killed Friday night, and I thought there was a chance that the same person might have done both.”

“You don’t think so now?”

“No. The one they arrested for the Jeffries murder did it, but for a while I wasn’t sure. I was trying to understand how someone might commit suicide over something he didn’t do. That’s what led Anatoly to tell me about his father.”

I looked down at the table and then slowly raised my eyes.

“You look at me the same way you used to.”

Her face brightened. “Good. Tell me about his father.”

I stretched my leg out, pulled up my other knee and grasped it with both hands. “His father believed in Communism. He also wanted to protect his family. He was accused of treason. It was a lie. But he confessed, though he knew it was a death sentence.

In effect, he committed suicide, and he did it because of what he believed and who he wanted to protect.”

I turned my head toward her and then, a moment later, sat up and leaned forward. “An Arab terrorist drives a truck full of explosives into a building and blows himself up and we think he’s crazy, but he thinks he’s dying for Allah and is going to par-adise. How many Christians were burned at the stake during the Inquisition because other Christians thought they were heretics?

Atheists died for the Communist Party because they believed they were acting on behalf of the new god, history. We think all of them were crazy, but what do we believe in? What are we willing to die for?”

“A mother will die for her children,” she said simply.

I was sure she was right. It probably explained why every religion had been founded by a man.

Jennifer reached inside her purse and removed an orange plastic bottle. With the kind of precision that comes with habit, she unscrewed the cap, tapped a single white capsule into the palm of her hand, put it into her mouth, and washed it down with water from her glass. As soon as she swallowed, the cap was back on the bottle and the bottle back in her purse.

“Lithium,” she explained. “I forgot to take it this morning.”

I wondered if she had, or if she had decided to wait to see my reaction. It was not that long ago that someone suffering severe depression was put away, and spent the rest of their days staring at a wall, without the will to move or the power to speak.

Now you took a pill and wondered whether people believed it was no different than taking insulin for diabetes, or whether, deep down, they thought you would never be quite right.

Outside, she took my hand as we walked up the sidewalk, headed for her car. She seemed relaxed, perfectly at ease, almost girlish. Tossing her head to the side, she teased me about the briefcase I was cradling under my arm. “Did anyone ever tell you,” she said, reaching in front of me to tap the cracked leather,

“that you could probably use a new one?”

“It’s the only one I’ve ever had,” I replied. “We’ve been through a lot together.”

Her large wide eyes, painted yellow by the high arching sun, did their light-footed dance, mocking my stiff-legged attachment to what I was used to. “Yes,” she said, “but you’ve survived it.”

“It can be repaired,” I tried to insist, but she only laughed.

Holding hands, we walked along, blending in with the faceless parade, just another middle-aged couple, not worth the attention of anyone else, an anonymous part of a great swirling mass.

“Here,” she said in a soft, husky voice, that seemed always on the verge of laughter.

“Where?” I asked dimly, startled out of a daydream of my own.

I gawked at the buildings around us, wondering if she meant one of them or something else.

“Here,” she repeated, laughing at the confusion in my eyes.

“My car. It’s in here.”

We were standing at the front entrance of a parking garage.

A horn blared and we stepped out of the way as a frizzy blonde steered a brown Lexus into the street.

“I’ll drop you at the office if you like.”

I could have walked there in less time than it was going to take to get the car out of the garage. “That would be great,” I replied.

We found the Porsche and I watched, fascinated, as she drove down the narrow spiral chute that led out to the street. Her eyes, glazed with the thrill of it, stayed fixed on a spot immediately ahead of the car, while her mouth moved with the soundless rhythm of someone talking to herself.

“Is it still your intention to die like Isadora Duncan, your scarf caught in the spokes of your Bugatti?” I asked dryly when she passed through the last curve and was slowing to a stop at the ticket taker’s window.

“No,” she said as she paid the bill. “That was a schoolgirl fan-tasy. Now I’m all grown up.” She darted a glance to her left and then turned right out of the garage. “I want to die in bed,” she said as she sped through an intersection to beat the light. “Of overexertion.”

She parked across the street from my building. Leaning against the window, she smiled. “I’m glad I came today. I liked watching you in court.”

I opened the door and started to get out. “Would you like to have dinner tonight?” I asked, turning back to her.

She smiled, and I knew the answer, and more than that I knew that the answer would now always be the same.

I watched her drive off, the tires squealing as she raced down the street, her hand trailing out the window, waving one last goodbye. As I jogged across the street, I remembered what it was like, years ago, when I was a teenage kid and I could run forever and never get tired and could not imagine that I ever would.

Helen was waiting for me when I walked into the office. She marched right behind me, clutching a wad of phone messages in her hand. “Before we do anything else,” I said as I dropped into my chair, “could you do me a favor?” I opened the briefcase, removed everything in it, and handed it to her. “Could you take this somewhere and have it repaired. All it needs is some new stitching where the handle fell off.”

She looked at the briefcase, then looked at me. “You sure you don’t want to get a new one?”

“Anything important?” I asked.

“There’s one from Howard Flynn,” she said, handing me the stack.

Flynn answered on the first ring. “Stewart called about an hour ago. He said you might be interested. They made an arrest in the Griswald murder.”

“It was good of him to call,” I said, wondering why he had gone to the trouble. If it were not already public information, it would be by the end of the day.

“That isn’t the reason,” Flynn went on. “He thought you’d be interested because the guy they arrested was another mental patient.”
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John Smith, for that is the name by which I first came to know him, suffered from a serious mental defect, but there was no record that he had ever been a patient in a mental hospital. It would have been surprising if there had. John Smith did not exist.

There was no record of him anywhere; there was no record he had even been born. He had been found under a bridge, the same one where the killer of Calvin Jeffries had been found, living in the cardboard squalor of a homeless camp. When the police arrived, he was sitting on his haunches, digging in the dirt with the steel point of the knife that turned out to be the weapon used to murder Quincy Griswald. When the police, guns drawn, demanded he surrender it, he stood up, clutched it to his chest, and repeated over and over again the single word “Mine.” He did not resist when they took it away from him, but as soon as it was out of his grasp he began to cry.

They brought him to the police station and he said the same thing all over again when they asked him if the knife was his.

When they asked him if he had used it to murder Quincy Griswald, he still mumbled that same word. They told him he would feel better if he admitted what he had done, and there was not a sign that he understood what they meant. It was only when they asked him where he had gotten the knife that there was a spark of recognition in his eyes and that he made something like a clear response. “Billy,” he said. That was all. Just that single one-word name. No last name, no description of what this unknown person looked like, nothing about where he gave it to him or why.

The police had found the suspect exactly where an anonymous caller had told them they would find the killer, and they had the murder weapon. They did not have a confession, but they quickly convinced themselves that they did not need one and that, in any event, their suspect was too far out of his mind to give one that could stand up in court. What had not been quite so obvious in the case of the killer of Calvin Jeffries was impossible to ignore in the case of the killer of Quincy Griswald: He was homeless and he was crazy. He did not confess, because he could not remember. He could not remember anything, not even his own name. That he remembered the name, and apparently nothing else, about the person who had supposedly given him the knife was the kind of inconsistency that only served to underscore the irrational workings of whatever mind he had left. The only one who had any serious doubt about his guilt was Detective Stewart, and he kept his own counsel. He told only Flynn, and he asked Flynn to tell me.

The next night I waited in my car across the street from a single-story brick building next to a warehouse on the east side of the river. A few minutes past ten the door opened, and through a yellow haze Flynn and Stewart made their way out of the crowded smoke-filled room. Puffing on cigarettes, they climbed into Flynn’s car and, signaling me to follow, drove off.

We stopped a couple of blocks away and went into a tavern.

A couple of old men and one old woman were hunched over the bar. At the pool table in front, a woman with dishwater blond hair and vapid blue eyes chalked a cue stick while a man with a smug mouth and oily black hair racked the billiard balls for another game. The place reeked with the dead smell of stale beer and nicotine. We took one of the two booths in back and ordered coffee.

“This place is awful,” I said to Flynn.

He exchanged a glance with Stewart, sitting next to him. “We always come here after a meeting.” His head moved from side to side on his thick neck, the way someone who used to fight follows the action in the ring. “In case we forget what a glamorous life we gave up.”

“I wouldn’t have come here drunk,” I replied.

“Depends how long you’d been drunk,” he said with the assurance of someone who knew what he was talking about. “Once I found myself wearing a three-piece suit, sitting in the dirt talking to some guys at a construction site. It was Monday morning and the last thing I remembered was Friday night. You would have come in here if you were drunk. You would have been camped out on the doorstep waiting for them to open, grateful to get out of the daylight and back into the dark.”

Just as I lifted the cup to my mouth a loud, cracking noise struck my ear with such force that I ducked my head and put the cup down on the table. “What!”

“Bitch!” shouted a surly voice from the front.

Flynn shook his head and rolled his eyes. He looked at Stewart. “Didn’t I do it last time?”

Stewart shrugged. “You’re closer.”

“Christ,” Flynn muttered as he got up from his place at the end of the booth.

I leaned around and followed him with my eyes as he walked pigeon-toed toward the pool table. With his hand on her throat, the pool player had his partner up against the wall, screaming obscenities in her face, while he brandished his pool stick with his free hand.

“Let her go. Put the stick down,” Flynn ordered in an irritated voice.

His hand still on her throat, the man turned and, with his lips pulled back in a murderous grin, snarled incredulously, “You gonna do something about it, old man?”

“I’m going to bust your ass, is what I’m going to do about it.”

In a single motion, he threw the woman to the side and with both hands swung the stick as hard as he could. Flynn had already taken a half step forward, and with one hand caught the stick in midair. With a quick downward turn of his wrist he twisted it behind the back of the other man until it dropped on the floor, and then grabbed him by the shoulder and the seat of his pants.

With two quick steps he threw him as hard as he could head first into the door. For an instant, he lay there, motionless, and I thought Flynn had killed him. Then he began to stir, and a moment later got to his knees.

“What are you trying to do—kill him?” the woman yelled as she shoved Flynn out of the way and dropped down on one knee, putting her arm around the shoulder of her boyfriend, who a moment earlier had been ready to crush her windpipe.

Straightening his jacket, Flynn came back to the table. “Didn’t that door used to swing open?” he asked as he slid in next to Stewart.

“You’re a credit to the nobility of the Irish race,” I said. “Still rescuing damsels in distress.”

He dropped his chin and raised his eyes. “She didn’t look like any damsel to me. I should have stayed out of it.”

Stewart laughed. “No, you did the right thing. If you hadn’t stopped it, she would have killed him.”

“What were they arguing about, anyway?” I asked.

Holding the cup with both hands, Flynn sipped his coffee. “I don’t know. Maybe she finished off his beer while he was making a shot.” His face had a wry expression. “That can be a really serious thing, leaving a drunk without anything to drink.”

My leg began to hurt again. I reached down and rubbed it with the heel of my hand. The sharp, stabbing pain subsided, replaced by a dull throbbing ache. Soon there was nothing left of it, and I could only wonder how much of it was real, and how much of it was in my mind, a figment of an imagination over which I was beginning to think I had little, if any, control.

“Tell me about this John Smith,” I said, looking at Stewart.

“You’re not convinced he’s the one who killed Griswald?”

“I’m convinced he did not.” He paused before he added, “It’s just a feeling. I don’t have any proof.”

“Like the feeling you had about Whittaker?”

“Not quite. I knew Whittaker killed Jeffries; I just couldn’t figure out why. I still don’t know. Whittaker was crazy and, remember, he had killed before. There was no question that he was capable of murder. I don’t think John Smith—or whatever his name really is—could hurt anyone.” He thought about what he had just said. “Maybe if he was backed into a corner, or maybe if he was scared—maybe then. But I just don’t think it’s possible that he would lie in wait for someone and then use a knife on him,” he said, shaking his head.

Though he seemed certain of himself, it was clear from his expression that there was something else, something about which he was not nearly so confident.

“It’s not my case,” he explained. “But ever since Jeffries’s killer killed himself—if that’s what he did,” he said, suggesting once again the possibility that it might not have been suicide at all,

“I keep wondering what made him do it. When I heard an arrest had been made in the second murder, and that everything seemed to be the same: an anonymous call; the suspect another homeless man living under the same bridge; the murder weapon a knife and the knife still in his possession, I wanted to find out if there might be some other connection between the two murders or the two killers. That’s why, when they brought him in, I sat in on the interview.”

Stewart slowly rubbed one thumb over the other. Long deep lines creased his forehead. His eyebrows were knit close together.

Something had left a bad taste in his mouth.

“They brought him into the interrogation room and sat him down in a chair. It had been raining. He was soaking wet, and his shoes and the bottoms of his pants were caked in mud. He was filthy. Forget about when he had last had a bath; God knows the last time he had changed his clothes. He had on an old olive-colored overcoat, torn, tattered, ripped; underneath that, a sweater with more moth holes than wool. His hair was down to his shoulders and he had a scraggly beard.”

He shuddered as a look of disgust passed over his face. “I could not tell exactly how old he was, but he was young, probably still in his twenties, and he had what I can only describe as innocent eyes. When you looked at him and he looked back, it seemed as if he wanted you to tell him what to do, that it would not occur to him that there was any reason not to trust you. He seemed helpless.

“That’s when I noticed—when he looked at me with those childlike eyes. At first I thought it was because he had gotten all wet. His hair was plastered to his head and his beard was stuck to his face when they first brought him in. He was starting to dry out, and his hair and his beard extended farther out from his head, from his face. Then I realized—we all realized: His head, his beard, were crawling with lice, with disgusting vermin. I could only imagine—I did not want to imagine!—what was living on the other side of his clothing. It was like watching an eruption: They were coming from everywhere, and still he looked at us the same way he had before, without emotion, without any sign that he was even aware that he was being eaten alive by this unspeakable infestation. The awful thing is, I don’t think he was aware of it; I think he was used to it, the way you or I might be used to a little dirt under our nails if we were out in the garden.”

“What did you do?” I asked, amazed at what he had seen.

“We had all seen it at once; and we all reacted the same way.

We jumped up from the table, afraid that some of those things had already had time to get on us. No one wanted to touch him, and we gestured like a bunch of panicked fools, pointing toward the door. They managed to get him out of there and down the hall to the shower. When they got him undressed, they burned all his clothes. They got him deloused and they shaved his beard and cut his hair. But before that, when they saw him naked, they got the doctor. He had scars all over his legs and his buttocks.

They were cigarette burns, the doctor said, and they had probably been there since he was a child.

“The next day he was interviewed again.”

“Without a lawyer?” I asked.

Stewart raised his head. “That’s right. He was told he had a right to one,” he added, anticipating my next question. “Well, not told, exactly.” His eyes seemed to open wider, while his gaze turned inward. “They read it to him from the card we all carry, read it to him in a flat monotonous voice. Then, at the end, the detective put down the card, bent toward him, and put his hand on the suspect’s arm. ‘Or do you want to just talk to me?’ He asked that question like he was talking to a friend. It’s an old technique.”

“And he didn’t want a lawyer?”

A scathing look came into his eyes. “He didn’t know what a lawyer was! We should have known it from the beginning—the way he talked, the look in his eyes. Without the beard, without those filthy clothes, you had to know what he was. It was not just his eyes anymore. You could see it in the way his mouth sagged to one side, the clumsy, awkward way it moved when he gave his one-or two-word answers to a question, the way the words seemed to drag out: rough, slurred, without any definable end. Our suspect—the one arraigned this morning for the murder of Judge Griswald—is retarded. God knows just how retarded!

There aren’t any records. He doesn’t have an identity. If he was ever tested we don’t know about it.”

With narrowed eyes, Stewart studied me for a moment, and then looked down at his hands and again began to rub one thumb over the other. “This is a travesty,” he said without looking up.

“And there’s nothing I can do about it. Everything was done by the book. He had the weapon; his prints are all over it; and he was living under the bridge.” With his head bent over his hands, he raised his eyes. “It’s the similarity. A homeless man with mental problems murdered Jeffries with a knife. Griswald is murdered with a knife, and a homeless man with mental problems of his own has it. He doesn’t confess, but that doesn’t matter because you can tell yourself that he’s so far out of it he might not even remember what he did. Besides, that’s someone else’s problem.

The police did their job. They found the evidence and they made an arrest. They read him his rights and they brought him to court.

That’s the way the system is supposed to work, right? The lawyers will sort it all out.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Flynn remarked as he rubbed the back of his thick neck. With a droll look, he added: “He’ll have the finest defense lawyer the public defender’s office can spare.

They’ll probably plead him to two murders instead of one just to get rid of it.”

I leaned my head against the back of the booth, slowly shifting my gaze from Flynn to Stewart and back again. It was a setup and they knew I had finally caught on.

“All we’re asking,” Flynn said as his co-conspirator concentrated on the spoon with which he began to stir his coffee, “is that you think about it.”

“Think about it?” I asked, with a laugh. “You don’t want me to think about it. You want me to do it.”

Flynn never backed down. “What do you have to lose? Why do you practice law, if it isn’t to take a case like this? The kid’s retarded, for Christ sake; and when he was growing up some son of a bitch tortured him just for kicks. You imagine? … A  child, retarded, somebody tortures him!” Hunching forward, Flynn hit the table hard three straight times with his stubby fingers. “He lives under a bridge; he’s got things crawling all over him. If you’re not going to help someone like that, who the hell are you going to help?”

Stewart was glued to the coffee cup, mesmerized by the movement of the spoon. “I’ll help,” he said. Reversing direction, he began to stir counterclockwise. “I’ll get you everything we’ve got.”

His hand stopped moving, and for an instant he seemed to tense.

“On both investigations,” he said, looking straight at me.

“Aren’t you taking something of a chance?”

He shook his head. “So what? Let me tell you something: I was one of the people in charge of the Jeffries investigation. There was too much pressure, too many people with too much to lose.

As soon as Whittaker confessed, as soon as he was dead: That was all anyone needed to end it. No one wanted to go farther; no one wanted to hear about it anymore. We know who did it.

What difference did it really make why he did it? Well, I still want to know. Maybe there’s a connection between the two murders. Maybe Griswald wasn’t a copycat killing. The only way we’ll ever know is to catch the killer. This kid didn’t do it. See for yourself. You tell me if you think he could have killed someone.”







I did not agree to take the case; I did not even agree to see for myself, as Stewart had put it, whether John Smith was capable of murder. I did agree to talk with whoever in the public defender’s office had been assigned the case; and two days later, when I finally had a break in my calendar, I dropped by a few minutes before noon.

With the telephone cradled between her chin and shoulder, the receptionist glanced up at me while she continued filing her nails. “Hang on a second,” she said into the receiver. “Which case was that?” she asked, reaching for a thin gray three-ring binder.

She was young, not more than nineteen or twenty, with long brown hair and eyes that never stayed still. On the counter in front of her, a straw smudged with red lipstick stuck out of an ice-filled container of Pepsi-Cola. When I told her the name of the defendant, she hesitated just long enough to decide that I was serious. Her eye followed her finger down a handwritten list of cases and the lawyers assigned to them.

“You’d think they’d put all this in the computer,” she remarked, making a face. Her finger came to a stop. “William Taylor,” she said, looking up. She flapped her hand in the air and picked up the phone with the other. “Third door on the left.”

I went down a corridor, passing between same-size cubicles identically furnished. Sitting in his shirtsleeves, his tie pulled down from his throat, William Taylor wadded up a piece of paper, leaned back and took careful aim at a wastebasket next to a file cabinet on the other side of the small room. It hit the edge and bounced onto the floor. With a sigh, he got up from behind his metal desk and picked it up. I was standing in the doorway, just a few feet away, but I might as well have been invisible. He went back to his chair, leaned back the same way he had before and tried again, with the same result.

“Mr. Taylor?” I said when he bent down to pick it up.

He did not look at me. “Yeah?” he said as he resumed his position and got ready to throw.

“Do you have a minute?” I asked patiently.

The paper wad ricocheted off the side of the file cabinet into the basket. It did nothing to improve his mood. He looked at me with sullen, insolent eyes. “Depends,” he replied as he opened his desk drawer and began to rummage through it.

In his early thirties, he was tall and lean, with fine brown hair and a pale complexion. He had the dour look of a moralist, someone who could never bring himself to admit there was a second side to anything about which he had a firm conviction. He was the kind of lawyer who became apoplectic about the death penalty, but seldom cared that much about any particular case.

I decided to start over. “My name is Joseph Antonelli. I’m interested in a case you’re handling. The defendant’s name is John Smith.”

He kept searching through the drawer. “I know who you are.

Why are you interested?” Whatever he was looking for—if he was looking for anything—he gave up. “You don’t represent the indigent.”

I had been standing in his doorway the whole time, deliberately ignored. He stretched out his arm and waved his hand toward the chair in front of his desk, a reluctant invitation to sit down. I did not move. “No, thanks. I don’t want to take any more of your time than I have to. What can you tell me about John Smith?”

The harsh tone of my voice got his attention, but that was all it got. “I can’t discuss a client,” he said, as if I should have known better than to ask.

“Look, Mr… .” I twisted my head around until I could see the place where his name was printed on the door. “Mr. Taylor. I just want to know whether this is a case you’re going to take to trial.”

He was not going to answer me until I answered him. “Why are you interested?” he asked in a voice filled with fatigue.

“Because I’ve been asked to take the case.”

“I thought he was homeless.”

“He has a few friends,” was my vague reply.

“He has a few friends? He’s homeless and he has a few friends that can afford to hire you?”

I had had enough of this. “Have we met? Is there some reason you don’t like me, or is this just the way you talk to everyone?”

It did not faze him. He shrugged and looked away. A short while later, he sat up, pulled a file out of a metal holder on the corner of his desk, and glanced at the first page inside. “We entered a plea of not guilty,” he said as he closed it. “It won’t get to trial, though. We ordered a psychiatric. He’s not competent to stand trial,” he said with assurance. Sitting back, he crossed his ankle over his knee and laced his fingers together behind his neck. “Good thing he’s a loon,” he said with a cynical glance.

“It’s the only thing that can save him from the death penalty.”

“You think he did it, then?”

“Probably,” he said with indifference. “It doesn’t matter. As I said, we’re getting a psychiatric. There won’t be a trial. He can’t assist in his own defense,” he said, using the phrase that provides one of the standards by which a court decides upon the mental competency of a defendant.

Without waiting for another invitation, I sat down in the chair in front of him. “You know what will happen to him then, don’t you?”

His eyes flashed. “I handle more cases in a week than you do in a year. You think I don’t know what will happen? What should happen. He isn’t responsible. He has a mental disease. He should be hospitalized, not put in a cell on death row!”

“Have you talked to him?”

“John Smith? You can’t talk to him. That’s my point. He doesn’t understand anything. He has no idea what’s going on.”

“He knew enough to tell the cops that someone gave him the knife.”

Taylor just looked at me, and I knew then that he did not know anything about it. The police had apparently not bothered to include that little detail in their report.

“You didn’t know that, did you?”

“It doesn’t change anything. He isn’t competent.”

“And he isn’t guilty. Do you really think an innocent man should be locked up in a hospital because of something he didn’t do?”

“He isn’t competent,” he repeated. “And all the evidence is against him. If he went to trial, he’d be found guilty. Don’t you think he’d be better off in a hospital? Even if he wasn’t found guilty, what does he have to go back to? More nights under a bridge?”

I got up from the chair and looked down at Taylor, wondering whether, if that was the choice, he might not be right after all.

“The innocent are supposed to go free,” I said. “If he needs help, there are other ways to get it.”

Before he had a chance to ask me what they were, I heard myself announce a decision I did not know I had made. “I’m taking the case. I’ll have my office send over the substitution order.”

I paused. “If that’s all right with you, that is.”

Even if he had wanted to keep the case, he could not. The public defender could only represent clients who could not get an attorney of their own. But he was glad to get rid of this one.

Taylor did not mind losing—public defenders were used to it.

What he did mind, what he could not bear to face, was the possibility that someone he was representing might be sentenced to death when they could have spent the rest of their life in the relative comfort of the safe white sheets of an insane asylum bed.

It was a risk he would not have run for himself; it was a risk he thought me mad to run for anyone else.
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Jennifer refused to think there was any risk at all; and even if there was, she did not see that there was any choice. “If he didn’t do it …” she said, letting the thought finish itself as she searched my eyes.

We were at the restaurant bar, waiting for a table. She was sitting on a leather stool, one long leg crossed over the other, the hem of her black dress just above her knee. I was standing, wedged in tight by the crowd that pressed two and three deep all around us. She said something, but the noise was so loud I could not hear. I bent closer, and as I did her soft, pliable hand slipped into mine. Her eyes were laughing.

“When was the last time you lost a case?”

I started to reply, forgot what I was going to say, and, unac-countably, felt my face grow hot.

“You’re blushing. That’s perfect,” she said, gently squeezing my hand.

“No, I’m not,” I replied, trying to shrug it off. “I just looked down the front of your dress and got all excited.”

She wrinkled her nose and tossed her head. “You’re such a liar.

Why can’t you just admit it? You blushed.”

She watched me out of the corner of her eye as she lifted the thin-stemmed glass of wine to her mouth and drank. We had lived our separate lives and she still knew me better than anyone ever had.

“Was I a liar then?” I asked, pretending that it was too long ago and that I had forgotten half of what had happened.

Sliding off the stool, she took my arm. The waiter was beck-oning from across the room. “Every time I said don’t, and you said you wouldn’t?” she whispered in my ear.

The waiter pulled out her chair, and I settled into the one across the small table for two. As he handed her a menu, I said, as if it were nothing more than a casual remark, “Then we were both lying, weren’t we?”

She thanked the waiter and opened the menu. “I used to wonder why it took you so long to figure that out.” Her eyes came up until they met mine. “You’re doing it again,” she said with an innocent stare. “Your face is turning red.”

The waiter returned and took our order. Jennifer sipped on her wine, a pensive look in her eyes. “What is he like?” She put down the glass. “You saw him today in jail?”

I began to tell her again how I had decided to take the case as soon as I discovered how little the public defender was going to do. She was not listening.

“I used to think that would happen to me,” Jennifer said. She was looking right at me, but she had turned in on herself. “I thought I was going to become like the people who walk around with vacant eyes pushing their shopping carts with all their belongings stacked on top, the people who sleep under blankets made out of cardboard boxes.” Gradually, her eyes came back into focus. “How long has he been like that: homeless?” she asked.

“You really thought that could happen to you?” I asked, a trace of skepticism in my voice.

“You think people are born homeless?”

“I’m beginning to think John Smith may have been,” I said almost as an aside. “No, I don’t think people are born homeless.

But I don’t think many of them started out as members of the upper middle class, either. Most of them are alcoholics, addicts, people suffering serious mental disease, people who should be in hospitals.”

“Like John Smith?”

I shook my head. “He isn’t delusional; he doesn’t hear voices …”

“I heard voices,” she said matter-of-factly. “Perhaps not in quite the way you mean. I thought things that were said by people I didn’t know—things said by people on television, for example—

had a special meaning meant only for me.”

I started to explain what I thought was the difference. “Don’t,”

she said, laying her left hand on my wrist. “You can make all the distinctions you want—but what it really comes down to is you don’t want to believe I was ever that sick …” Raising her head she turned first one way, then the other. “Look around,” she said when her eyes came back to mine. “Tell me what you see.”

The restaurant was filled to capacity, with dozens of people crowded around the bar. Men wore ties and women sparkled.

“Everything depends on how you look, how you dress, what kind of car you drive, what kind of house you own. That’s how we decide about people, that’s how we decide about ourselves: whether we’re successful or not, whether we know what’s going on or not, whether we’re crazy or not.”

She stared at me a moment longer, challenging me to disagree.

Then, suddenly aware of her own intensity, she became embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” she said, laughing quietly at herself. “I didn’t mean to go on like that.”

“It’s my fault,” I replied. “I shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss what you were saying. But it’s hard for me to think of you like that …”

“Mentally ill,” she added for me.

The waiter began to serve dinner, and for a while we talked only of inconsequential things. It did not really matter what we talked about. The sound of her voice was all I cared about. It was the sound of home, the place you wanted to come back to, the place where no matter how long you had been away, you were always welcome, and always wanted.

“You still haven’t told me,” she said halfway through dinner. I didn’t know what she meant. “About the boy: John Smith. What’s he like?”

It made me smile. Most of the people who appeared as defendants in the criminal courts were men in their twenties, but for Jennifer, anyone that age was still a boy.

“Remember how we used to feel when someone older—someone our parents’ age—called us boys or girls? One of the things I’ve learned is that each generation thinks the one it follows must have been born ancient and incompetent, and the one that comes behind it will die young and inexperienced.”

Jennifer bent forward, a birdlike look of astonishment on her face. “And one of the things I’ve learned is that each generation thinks it invented sex.” She paused, an impish glow in her large bronze-colored eyes. “I happen to know, however, that sex was actually invented late one August night in the back seat of somebody’s old Chevy while Johnny Mathis was singing ‘Chances Are’

on the car radio.” She paused again and broke into a dazzling white smile. “And I have a witness—unless he’s forgotten.”

“I remember the car,” I said vaguely.

She raised her eyes and opened her mouth and taunted me with her smile. “I can understand if you’ve forgotten. It was over almost before it started.”

I turned up my hands. “Before that night, it always had ended before it started—in a manner of speaking.”

“I knew I was the first,” she said with a show of triumph. Then, as we looked at each other, surrounded by strangers but somehow alone, the bright, glittering grin slowly dissolved into a sad-eyed bittersweet smile.

“I wish you had been the last,” I whispered with a sigh.

“Me, too,” she said, a lost look in her eyes. “We would have had a good life, I think. I know I would have been happy married to you. Do you think … ?”

She was the only thing in my life that had ever made sense.

I could almost feel what it would have been like sitting here with her, in one of the most expensive restaurants in town, on her birthday, or our anniversary, or just because, no matter how long we had been married she would always be the best-looking woman I knew.

I looked at her a moment longer before I said anything. “You know the answer to that better than I do,” I said finally.

She stared down at her hands and then forced herself to smile.

“Now,” she insisted as she sat straight up and pretended everything was all right, “tell me about John Smith.”

I hesitated. I did not really want to talk about John Smith. I wanted to talk about us. She shook her head. “Tell me.”

I hesitated again, this time because I was not quite sure how to begin.

“He makes you want to believe in the essential goodness of human beings.”

She tilted her head. “Don’t you?”

“Believe we’re born innocent and only become corrupted by civilization? No. I think there are a lot of people born evil. I think Calvin Jeffries was like that. Jeffries had a brilliant mind and was perhaps the worst human being I ever knew. John Smith suffers from some kind of retardation and he wouldn’t hurt a soul.

His parents—whoever they were—didn’t want him, and whoever had him as a child tortured him—deliberate, unspeakable acts—

that had to have caused incredible physical pain.”

I started to describe what had been done to him—what from the scars left on his body we could tell had been done to him—

but I caught myself in time. “He was treated like an animal,” I instead remarked. “Have you ever known anyone who did that: mistreated an animal? Sometimes the animal becomes vicious; other times they become scared, quick to shy. Hard to know why there’s that difference: Maybe it’s just their nature. John Smith is like that: frightened of everyone, scared of his own shadow, and yet, at the same time, just dying for an act of kindness. He looks at you with orphan eyes, the eager look of an innocent boy—you’re right about that: He is a boy—a boy who wants someone to take him home. It hurts even more when you think about what they did to him. You have to know that they made him think it was his fault, made him believe that it was because he had not done what he was supposed to do. How hard he must have tried to understand what he was supposed to do; how difficult it must have been to comprehend the meaning of the names they must have called him.”

“Then you’ve decided for sure,” Jennifer said. “You’re going to defend him?”

At first I thought I was hearing the unfamiliar voice of my own conscience; then I remembered that the words echoing in my mind were simply a variation on what Howard Flynn had told me to my face. “If I don’t help him, what good am I?”

It was the kind of sentiment Jennifer was certain to approve, and among the other things that seemed not to have changed through all the years of her absence was how much I wanted her approval. When I was eighteen, or nineteen, or twenty-one, or twenty-two, I would have said those words, words that someone had said to me first, and, in her presence, believed they told the truth about myself. I would have been Clarence Darrow or Don Quixote or both of them together, anything I thought she might want me to be.

“Howard Flynn told me that,” I admitted. “He tries to be my conscience.”

She put her coffee cup down and touched her mouth with a white linen napkin. “You’re not taking this case because someone else thinks you should. You’re taking it because you think you should.”

I handed the waiter a credit card and when he had gone I looked back into Jennifer’s waiting eyes. “I’m taking it because that kid in the public defender’s office was an embarrassment.” I was trying to sound tough and cynical and I failed so miserably I started to laugh. “I’m taking the damn case because of you.”

“Because of me?”

“Yes. I knew what you’d think of me if I didn’t.”

For a long time she looked at me without saying anything. “Did you really?” she asked finally.

I tried to be completely truthful. “I think I might have,” I admitted, as I helped her out of her chair.

Outside, in the misty night air, she held my arm with both hands as we walked down the street. Her high heel shoes tapped lightly on the sidewalk, and our breath blew like white transparent clouds into the darkness. Our foreheads bent close together, we turned the corner to the street where we had parked the car, and then, suddenly, without any warning, a metal shopping cart appeared out of nowhere and nearly ran us down. My hand shot out in front just in time to grab it. Pulling Jennifer behind me, I swung around to the side while the cart passed in front of us. An old woman—or what looked like an old woman—

was shoving it along as if nothing had happened, as if she had not seen us at all.

The old woman was wearing a torn overcoat and a green wool scarf. Her face was fat and red, with tiny slits for eyes and a pudgy, off-center nose. A red wool knit cap was pulled down below her ears and what looked like dirty cloth bandages were wrapped around her hands in a way that covered her palms and left her fingers free. Her mouth hung open and as she passed by you could hear a harsh rasping noise with every breath she took. A tooth was missing in front, and just above her lip three long white hairs grew out of a mole. The cart was loaded with bulging black plastic garbage bags, but whether they were the sum total of her earthly possessions, or debris she had found to trade or sell, there was no way to know. The back wheels were broken and wobbled sideways as the cart rattled into the night.

I took Jennifer by the hand and turned to go, but she was frozen to the spot. Then, before I could do anything, she let go of my hand and started running. When I caught up to her, she was standing next to the homeless woman who had almost run us over. Jennifer dug in her purse and handed the woman a fist-ful of money. There was no sign of recognition in the woman’s eyes; her expression remained dull, blank, without comprehen-sion. Jennifer reached down and put the money inside the overcoat pocket and stood aside and watched her go.

“You have a good heart,” I said as we walked to the car.

She looked up at me. “No. Just bad memories.”

The engine was running by the time I got around to the passenger side, and the Porsche was moving away from the curb before I had the door shut.

“What do you think they talk about?” she asked, her eyes fixed on the road. “They move along the streets like they’re in a trance.

Have you ever watched them?” she asked, darting a glance at me.

“They seem to stick together, don’t they? You’d see them sitting on the sidewalks, or in an alleyway, or in a park, all huddled together. It’s like a community of their own—maybe a country of their own. What do you suppose they tell each other?”

Both hands were on the wheel, her head was up, her eyes vibrant, excited, with almost too much life in them, as if what had made them that way was itself not quite normal.

“Wouldn’t it be interesting if there was a whole civilization all around us, right in front of our eyes, and we didn’t even know it—like a kind of parallel universe that is there and yet isn’t there?”

She cranked down the window and lifted her face to the rush of cool night air. It seemed to sweep away all the feverish excitement, all the anxious care. A dreamlike smile floated across the long curve of her sad gentle mouth.

“Want some music?” she asked as she turned on the radio. As soon as she heard it, the smile on her face started to dance and her eyes began to come alive again. Then she was laughing, the way she had laughed when she was still a girl and did not yet know what it was like to be unhappy. She was laughing, and I knew why.

“You just happened to turn on the radio to Johnny Mathis singing ‘Chances Are’?”

She reached down between the seats. “I cheated a little,” she admitted as she pulled out a plastic CD holder. The laughter faded into the night and the sparkle in her eyes became a warm, luminous glow.

“It’s Saturday night,” I said, as she turned onto the street that ran along the river at the edge of the city. “What would you like to do?”

“Nothing,” she said, a wistful look in her eyes. “Be with you.

What would you like to do?”

“Marry you.”

She did not look around to see me and there was no change in her expression, nothing, except a slight quiver at the corner of her mouth.

“I love you, Joey. I always have. I always will.”

That was all she said. She did not say yes, and she did not say no, and when she reached for my hand it did not seem to matter.

She lived in a condominium on the edge of the river less than half a mile from town. As soon as we shut the door behind us, she was in my arms. She kissed me on the mouth and then, keeping hold of my hand, led me into the living room. She turned on some music and kicked off her shoes. We went onto the balcony and watched the lights of the city reflected in the black water of the river and listened to the thousand sounds drumming in the glass and steel darkness. Closing the sliding glass door, we went back into the living room and with both her arms around my neck we began to dance. We moved slowly to the rhythm of the music and then more slowly still.

“It’s like the first time,” she said in a muffled voice as she lifted her face to mine.







I slept late into the morning and for a few minutes after I woke up thought I was still asleep. At first I did not know where I was, and then, when I remembered, wondered if I had been left there alone. I found my clothes draped neatly over the arm of an up-holstered chair in the corner of the bedroom and put on my pants.

Then I slipped on my white dress shirt, fastened one button and rolled up the sleeves. In the bathroom, I washed my face and tried to do something with my hair. With my shirttails hanging down behind me, I walked barefoot out to the living room and through gauze curtains saw Jennifer sitting on the balcony.

Leaning against the sliding glass door, I squinted into the bright yellow sunlight. “What are you reading?” I asked.

She put the paperback novel down next to her coffee cup on the black metal table, got up from the deck chair, and kissed me on the side of my face. “I’ll get you some coffee,” she said, laughing at the way I looked.

I stood there, in my rumpled shirt and wrinkled pants, bleary-eyed and unshaven, watching her as she walked away, clean and fresh, in a white silk T-shirt and a pair of cuffed shorts that flared out above her thin knees. When she disappeared into the kitchen, I went out onto the balcony and sat down on the other green-cushioned wooden chair. I picked up the book she had been reading and looked at the cover. A woman with a low-cut dress was laid out in a half faint, held around her slim waist by a muscle-bound bodybuilder with hair longer than hers.

“I’ll bet you can’t find anything like that in that library of yours at home,” she said as she handed me a cup of coffee.

“Is it any good?”

She laughed. “That? Of course not. But I’m afraid I don’t read much of anything that is. I just do it to escape.” She sat down on the edge of her chair, her knees close together. She could not stop laughing. “I’m sorry. But you look like someone who got caught sneaking out of someone’s hotel room.”

She stood up, took the cup away from me, and held out her hand. “Come on,” she commanded. “Get the rest of your things.

I’m going to take you home so you can change clothes and we can go somewhere.”

“Where?” I asked, stumbling along behind her.

“Anywhere. It doesn’t matter. It’s a gorgeous day. We’ll just go.”

She drove me home and waited in the library while I changed.

When I came back, she was sitting in a chair with her glasses on, peering intently at the open page of a leather-bound book.

“So if we were married,” she said, looking up, “we would sit in here every night, and while I read some of my trashy novels you’d be reading …” She thumbed back to the title page.  “The History of Italy  by Francesco Guicciardini.”

“I have to read that sort of thing,” I explained as I took her by the hand. “I spent too much time in school chasing girls.”

“You caught a few, too, from what I heard.”

“Lies, all lies.”

We climbed into her car, and she switched on the ignition.

“Yes,” she said just as she pushed on the accelerator and we shot down the driveway and out the open gate at the bottom.

“Yes?” I asked, my hand braced against the dashboard.

“I’ll marry you.”

“When?”

“In a year—if you still want to.”

From the moment weeks before, when she showed up on my doorstep and after an interval of a lifetime had gone on another drive to the coast, what I wanted or did not want had disappeared as questions I could no longer ask. I had never lived with anyone for longer than a few months at a time, and had been hurt so badly the last time it had never entered my mind that I would ever do it again. And then Jennifer showed up on my doorstep, and before we had reached the coast I had known that nothing any longer was a matter of choice. We were going there again. The top was down and the wind raced past us as she drove ahead of the sun, speeding toward the western sea. I folded my arms in front of me, and sank back against the leather seat and closed my eyes, and I knew better than I had ever known anything before that I belonged to her and she belonged to me. We were nothing more than different parts of the same person. We might as well have been married at birth.

 


Nineteen

_______

It was simply a matter of chance. Any one of a dozen different deputy district attorneys might have been assigned to the case of   State v. John Smith.  Despite all the publicity, despite the editorials insisting that the district attorney himself should handle the first murder trial in which the victim was a sitting circuit court judge, it was treated like any other homicide. Whether the victim was one of the homeless found butchered behind the garbage cans in an alleyway, or a member of the state judiciary found stabbed to death next to his car, the bureaucratic machinery of the criminal justice system treated everyone with the same rigid equality of death. Cases within the same category were assigned in a strict rotation among the deputies within that division. Without a second thought, an anonymous clerk entered the name Cassandra Loescher and with that simple act made her famous.

When the district attorney announced that Cassandra Loescher would prosecute the killer of Judge Quincy Griswald he lavished such praise on her qualifications that it would have been hard not to believe that she had been his personal choice. With the wide-eyed sincerity that had helped get him elected, he insisted she was one of the most experienced, best-trained prosecutors in his office. Leaning toward the cameras, a confident smile on his suntanned face, he called her “a tough, smart lawyer who knows her way around a courtroom,” as if it might have entered anyone’s mind that she did not. A quick, furtive glance at a three-by-five card was followed by the observation that “there are not more than three or four prosecutors in the whole state who could match her 96 percent conviction rate.” Turning to the somewhat bewildered woman next to him, he shook her hand and, with one last smile and one last wave to the circle of reporters crowding the corridor, vanished into his office.

Blinking into the TV lights, Cassandra Loescher was left alone to listen to herself repeat the same vapid generalities she was too intelligent not to have once ridiculed in the mouth of someone else. It was always interesting, the way the words we mock in others no longer seem insincere when we use them ourselves. She meant it when she said she was determined to bring this killer to justice; she meant it when she said she had the greatest faith in the world that a jury would do the right thing. She was now so convinced of the importance of a guilty verdict in the case against John Smith that she had probably forgotten the day when, while I watched, she had tried to trade insults with Quincy Griswald and then stalked out of his courtroom, wishing him dead.

The look she had given him then was the look she was giving me now. She was annoyed she had in effect to repeat the arraignment with a new attorney, and even more irritated that it had not started on time. It was scheduled for ten o’clock; it was now seven minutes after. She sat at one of the two tables reserved for counsel, tapping her fingers and clicking her teeth, listening to the murmurs of the handful of reporters and spectators scattered over the hard wooden benches that ran across the low-ceilinged room behind us.

The clerk took two steps inside, stopped and stamped her foot.

“All rise,” she announced.

His black robe trailing behind him, Judge Morris Bingham walked briskly into the room where in the course of a long tenure on the bench he had heard nearly every complaint and every excuse suffering could create or duplicity could invent. In his mid-fifties, with blue eyes that were lively and alert, Bingham had only a tinge of gray in his close-cut brown hair. Though he was not in any serious sense a legal scholar, he had a clear mind and the kind of sound judgment that builds on its own experience.

No one—not even the criminal defendants he had sometimes to sentence to long terms of imprisonment—had ever complained that he had treated them unfairly. He was civil, sometimes to a fault, but his impeccable manners, an honest reflection of his ba-sically decent character, also provided him a barrier against any closer contact. Lawyers who practiced before him loved him without knowing him; judges who worked with him did not like him because he had no interest in knowing them.

There was no wasted motion in what he did, and no sense that he worried about time. He sat down, folded his hands together on the bench in front of him, leaned forward, and turned to the deputy district attorney. With nothing more than an expectant look, he let her know what he wanted.

“We’re here in the matter of  State v. John Smith,  your honor.”

He glanced at the deputy sheriff standing next to the door at the side. The deputy understood. His eyes still on the judge, he opened the door and called the name of the prisoner. When John Smith appeared in the doorway, the deputy put his hand on his arm and led him across the front of the courtroom.

Shackled with chains, the young man—the boy—known only as John Smith shuffled across the floor, his wrists held together in front of his waist, his head bobbing slowly up and down. As he drew closer, he stared at me with a puzzled expression. I had spent an hour with him late Friday afternoon, just three days before, but I was not sure he remembered who I was.

The deputy guided him to a spot next to me and then stepped back to a place in front of the wooden railing a few feet behind.

Bingham looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

“Your honor, for the record my name is Joseph Antonelli. I have agreed to undertake the representation of the defendant known as John Smith. Mr. Smith, as the court is aware, has previously been arraigned on an indictment charging him with the crime of murder in the first degree. At the time of that arraignment, Mr. Smith was represented by the public defender’s office.

A not guilty plea was entered, defense counsel filed a motion for a psychiatric examination to determine if Mr. Smith was in fact competent to stand trial, and the case was assigned to this court for all further proceedings.”

This was one of those routine appearances which, though most lawyers hated them as a waste of their time, were among my favorite things to do. I was like an actor who has only five lines, but knows that they are as important as any lines in the play. I stood with my shoulders straight and my hands held behind my back, bent slightly forward at the waist, my feet spread wide apart.

I spoke each sentence rapidly, snapped off the last word, paused long enough for the word to echo back, and then did it again.

“I have filed with the court a substitution order, signed by both previous counsel and myself. With the approval of the court, I wish to begin my representation of Mr. Smith by asking that the motion for a psychiatric examination be withdrawn. The defendant has no desire to avoid trial of this case on the merits. The defendant, your honor, wishes to establish once and for all that he is innocent and that whoever killed the honorable Judge Quincy Griswald is still at large and—”

Morris Bingham raised his chin, and with that single gesture cut me off. I had begun to play to the reporters and he was not going to allow it. His gaze lingered a moment longer, and I thought I detected something close to a smile. Then he looked over at Cassandra Loescher, who already knew the question and had no doubt about her answer.

“The state has no objection,” she replied as soon as he lifted his eyebrow.

With a quick, abbreviated smile and an even quicker nod, Bingham sat up, glanced inside the case file, closed it, and nodded once more. “Mr. Smith,” he said, leaning forward.

There was no response, none that I could hear. I looked to the side and was surprised to find John Smith looking up at the bench, waiting for what the judge was going to say next.

“Do you understand what we’re doing here today?”

Smith said nothing, but he seemed completely attentive. More than that, he seemed drawn to the judge in a way I had not seen before. Perhaps it was the sound of Bingham’s voice: soft, quiet, the sound of someone you could trust, the sound of someone who would never hurt you.

“Mr. Antonelli has indicated that he wants to be your lawyer.

Do you want him to be your lawyer, Mr. Smith?”

I moved a quarter turn away to watch more clearly, hoping he would do something, make some sign so that we could satisfy at least the minimal requirement that the defendant know that he has been charged with a crime and that he has a right to an attorney. To my astonishment, he answered out loud, a single three-letter word that seemed to stretch out forever between the beginning and the end, a long, quivering cry that until it was over you were not sure he would have the strength to finish. It was like the first full word spoken by a child, who then wants to see if he got it right.

Biting on his lip, Bingham stared at him, and then stared hard at me, as if there was something he would have liked to know.

“Very well,” he said presently. “The order previously entered for a psychiatric examination of the defendant is withdrawn. Is there anything else, Mr. Antonelli?”

“Yes, your honor. I would ask that the defendant be released on his own recognizance.”

Startled out of a reverie, Cassandra Loescher shot up from her chair. “Your honor,” she sputtered, barely able to contain herself.

“The defendant is charged with capital murder. Even if he wasn’t, he has no job, no family, no ties to the community. For that matter, your honor,” she said, putting her hand on her hip, “he doesn’t even have a name. The police called him John Smith because they had to call him something. They ran his prints: Nothing came back. There are no records of any kind. We don’t know who he is, and if he were let out there would be no way to find him.” Glancing across to where I stood, she added caustically,

“Perhaps Mr. Antonelli can tell the court who his client is. Someone hired him to represent him.”

I waited until Bingham’s eyes left her and came to me. “The terms under which I have agreed to represent Mr. Smith are a private matter between myself and my client.”

Bingham did not need to be told what he already knew. Without expression, he waited for more.

“The court will notice that Ms. Loescher did not say that Mr.

Smith has a criminal record. She did not say that Mr. Smith has a history of violence. We may not know who he is, but if he had a criminal record—if he had ever been arrested—Ms. Loescher would have known that, because his fingerprints would have told her that. We have, your honor, a man without a name; a man, as nearly as I can tell, without much in the way of a memory; someone who has almost certainly never hurt another human being, now charged with a crime to which he has pled not guilty, held in confinement for something he did not do.”

Bingham threw out his hands and spread open his fingers, tilted his head and looked at me, waiting. I answered his unspoken question with the same sort of gesture. “I know,” I agreed. “I just wanted to point out the unfairness of it all.”

“In light of the seriousness of the charge … without a stable home … someone to take responsibility … the defendant will remain in custody,” he said reluctantly. “Trial will be set for …”

He looked down at the clerk and waited until she found the next available date on his calendar.

“I’ll see you later today,” I said to my client, carefully pronouncing the words as the deputy put his hand on John Smith’s shoulder and led him away.

Howard Flynn was waiting for me in the corridor, a solemn expression on his rough-edged mouth. I started to ask him why he had not come inside. Then I remembered.

“It still bothers you, doesn’t it?” I asked as we walked toward the elevator.

“Not sure why it should,” he replied, shaking his head. “I come here often enough.”

There were other people in the elevator and we rode down in silence. Outside, the late morning sun, filtered through the thick-leafed trees, scattered a yellowish haze over the sidewalk in the courthouse park. We sat down on a bench across from a bronze statue turned dark green with age, honoring the dead of the First World War.

“What have you been able to find out?” I asked.

With his feet spread wide apart, Flynn rested his elbows on his thighs. “Nothing,” he said glumly. “Not a damn thing. It’s like the kid never existed. I’ve pretty well used up every inside contact I’ve got. The cops don’t know who he is. Social Services doesn’t have anything.” He sat up, pushed his elbows over the top of the bench behind him, and, tilting back his head, searched the heavens for an answer. “The adoption agencies don’t have anything. There’s only one thing left I can think of. You ever hear of a psychologist named Clifford Fox? He testified for the prosecution in a case you had a couple of years ago.”

“That son of a bitch?” I cried, as I pulled my knee onto the bench and turned to face Flynn directly. “Specializes in so-called repressed memories; testified that my client’s niece had remembered fifteen years later that her uncle had abused her as a child.

The jury didn’t believe it,” I reminded him.

Flynn’s chest heaved up as he snorted. “Yeah, you’d be the last guy to convince a jury to acquit someone guilty.” His eyes half shut, he slowly shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Listen to me.

Whatever he said at that trial, he was telling the truth, at least what he thought was the truth. He doesn’t lie.” He paused long enough to form the gruff smile that usually introduced one of his brief commentaries on human weakness. “At least when he’s sober—and he hasn’t had a drink in years.”

I should have known. Flynn had friends everywhere, and every one of them was an alcoholic.

“What are you suggesting? What can he do that will help us find out something about John Smith? I don’t think we’re dealing with a repressed memory, do you?”

Flynn’s mouth twisted to the side. “All I know is that the only person who knows anything about John Smith is John Smith.

You’re wrong about Fox. He doesn’t specialize in repressed memory; he specializes in handicapped children. If anyone can reach inside that kid’s mind, he can.”

I checked my watch. “I have to get back to the office,” I said as I got to my feet. “I have to see John Smith this afternoon.

You need to meet him anyway. Come along. Then we’ll decide about your friend, the psychologist.”

Before I turned to go, I looked at Flynn and laughed. “First Stewart, now Fox? If we’re not careful we’re going to have a defense team made up of every drunk in the city.”

He stared at me from behind hooded eyes. A wry, rueful grin creased his mouth. “Could do a lot worse,” he said with a shrug.







When I walked into the office, Helen handed me a large, heavy manila envelope. “It just came,” she explained. “It’s the list of Judge Griswald’s cases.”

I told her to hold my calls and began to examine, caption by caption, all the criminal matters that had ever come before the honorable Quincy Griswald. There were thousands of them—trials, hearings, every conceivable kind of case—stretching back through the long years of his service on the bench. I must have gone through hundreds of pages, each of them listing line by line the name of a defendant and the crime with which he had been charged. There was nothing there, nothing that could either supply a motive as to why he had been killed or offer so much as a hint as to who might have killed him. I stayed at it for hours, and there were still hundreds more pages to go. I began to read faster, skimming the words as I traced my finger down each page.

I was in such a hurry to finish that I flew right past it, and only realized what I had seen when I was halfway down the next page.

Turning back, I stared at it for a long time, wondering why I had not put it all together before.

I had worked straight through lunch and far into the afternoon and had lost all track of time.

“Call Court Records and ask them to order up from the archives the court file from  State v. Elliott Winston,”  I said to Helen on my way out the door. “It’s an old case—about twelve years ago—

Quincy Griswald was the judge. I don’t have a case number. Then call the state hospital and tell Dr. Friedman I’d like to see him as soon as possible.”

 


Twenty

_______

When I told Flynn what I had found, and what I thought, he looked at me as if I were the one who should be in the state hospital. “What are you suggesting: that Elliott Winston killed Jeffries and then Griswald?”

“No,” I objected. “I’m not suggesting that at all. I’m saying that the two murders seem to be connected somehow. All I know for sure is that Jeffries managed to drive Elliott over the brink, and Griswald was the judge who sent him away.”

“To the state hospital,” Flynn reminded me. “Not to prison.

The guy tried to kill you. Griswald did him a favor.”

“Did he?” I wondered aloud. “Elliott didn’t have a criminal record. He thought I was having an affair with his wife, and I would have testified that he only meant to scare me. The gun went off during a struggle. Even if he had been sentenced to prison—instead of probation—he would have been out years ago.”

Unconvinced, Flynn shook his head. “Griswald was just doing his job. He didn’t have any choice. When someone gets sent to the state hospital, it’s all according to the statute.”

We were standing in front of the county jail, a few minutes past four in the afternoon, waiting to see John Smith. The trees in the park across the street cast their shadows on the sidewalk as the sun slipped down the western sky. With a purse slung over her shoulder and a child clutching each hand, a stocky young woman, her legs stuffed into her jeans, hurried down the steps.

“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Flynn went on, narrowing his eyes.

“We already know who murdered Jeffries.” I was not sure we knew that, or anything else. “All right,” he said, beginning to get ex-asperated, “let’s say we don’t know who killed Jeffries; let’s say we ignore the confession, the suicide, everything. Elliott Winston is locked up tight in the forensic ward of the state hospital. It sounds like a pretty good alibi to me.”

“I told you,” I said more sharply than I intended, “I’m not suggesting Elliott killed anyone. I’m not suggesting he had anything to do with it.”

He stared at me, a puzzled expression on his face. “Then what are you suggesting?”

I was not quite sure. I had that helpless feeling of grasping at something vague and indefinable, something you thought for a moment you understood, but that suddenly, as soon as you have to explain it, vanishes from view.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, still trying to think of what it was.

“You’re right. Elliott couldn’t have done it, but it doesn’t seem possible that it’s all just a coincidence.”

Flynn peered down at his shoes and stroked his chin. “What else could it be?” he asked, raising his eyes until our gazes met.

“The one who confessed to killing Jeffries—the one who killed himself—was a mental patient.”

“And?”

“And it would be interesting to know if Elliott knew him.”

“The hospital has hundreds of patients. But even if he knew him, so what?”

“Then we have another coincidence, don’t we?”

Flynn put his hand on my shoulder as we began to walk toward the front entrance. “All you have then is that a mental patient who once knew someone who got killed happened to know another mental patient who happened to kill him. Go to the hospital; talk to the doctor—talk to Elliott: Find out everything you can about Jacob Whittaker. Maybe there is a connection between the death of Jeffries and the death of Griswald; maybe there is a connection between the two killers … But Elliott Winston? If you didn’t know what Jeffries had done to him—if you didn’t know what his wife had done to him—you wouldn’t even be thinking about it.”

He was right of course, and at least on a conscious level I knew it. I put aside all my vague imaginings and dim suspicions and tried instead to concentrate on the reason we were there.

“Did the psychologist agree to see Smith?” I asked as we got to the door.

“He will,” Flynn replied confidently. “I haven’t called him yet.

I wanted to see what we could do first.”

We could not do much. John Smith was brought into the small, windowless conference room. His head hung down between his shoulders and swayed from side to side, while his eyes, glazed over, remained fixed on the same point. The jailer walked him to the table where Flynn and I sat waiting, helped him into the chair, then knelt down beside him and removed the handcuffs. Powerfully built, with a square jaw and broad straight shoulders, the deputy gently patted him on the back.

“You’ll be all right here,” he said in a soft voice. “This is your lawyer, Mr. Antonelli. He was in court with you today. Remember?”

The head stopped moving. A shy smile started onto his mouth and then floated away. He looked at me a moment longer and then, as he lowered his eyes, his head drooped down and began to sway slowly first to one side, then the other.

I spoke to him in the tone of voice I would have used with a child. “John, this is Mr. Flynn. He’s going to help us with your case. Would you like to say hello?”

If he heard, he gave no sign of it. His head swung like a pen-dulum, a long, looping motion that when it reached full extension at one end, hesitated for just an instant, and then fell away, speeding backward through the same trajectory until, at the other end, it stopped again.

Flynn seemed to grow nervous. Though it was against the rules, the guard had gone. He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and with his thumb flipped open the cover of a matchbook. It was barely audible, but at the sound of it, John Smith’s head froze. I turned to Flynn, but it was too late. He struck the match, and as it burst into flame, John Smith jumped away, knocking over the metal folding chair. “No!” he cried. “No! No fire! Don’t hurt!

Don’t hurt!” he screamed. He sank down in the far corner of the room, as far away as he could get, his arms crossed in front of his face, cowering with fear.

Flynn was on his feet, the unlit cigarette stuck in his mouth, the burning match still held in his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to appear calm. He took the cigarette out of his mouth. “See?

I was just going to light this. I wasn’t going to hurt you.” Cautiously, he took a step forward. The boy—and he was only that—

drew his knees farther up and tightened his arms around them.

Flynn took another step forward and went down on one knee.

He held the match in front of him. “Look,” he said. “I’ll put it out.”

Words meant nothing. At the sight of that match, he screamed,

“No, please no!”

Flynn held it there, the flame grown larger, and then slowly closed his thumb and forefinger around it and crushed it out. It must have hurt, but you could not tell it from the expression on Flynn’s face. The boy’s eyes widened in amazement and the shaking began to stop.

“I’m sorry,” Flynn repeated. He got to his feet and reached down to help him up. The boy watched him but kept gripping his knees.

“That’s all right,” Flynn told him in a quiet voice. “Take your time. Come on your own when you’re ready,” he said as he straightened up. “No one is going to hurt you. We’re going to try to help you.”

Smith’s eyes followed Flynn as he came back to the table, and stayed on him even when he stood up, picked up the chair, and sat down on it.

I have seen people, gifted in ways I could only imagine, com-municate with dogs and cats and even horses, but until now I had never seen anyone do something like that with another human being. Howard Flynn sat across the table from that unfortunate soul and something passed between them, some ineffa-ble thing that made the boy respond—not with words or even a gesture—just a look, but a look which, had you seen it, you would never forget. It was the look of someone who has no knowledge—

no conscious knowledge—of himself, the look of someone who has not, like the rest of us, permanently divorced himself from the world around him. Clear your mind of every thought, rid yourself of every felt emotion, every seeming instinct of fear, until all that is left is that essential part of yourself that is yourself, and you will begin to understand what happened. The unspoken word, the thought that is silent even to itself—the thought that does not need expression to know what it is—that was the com-munication that was taking place right in front of my eyes.

“What can you tell us about Billy?” Flynn asked finally.

“Friend,” was the one-word answer.

“Billy gave you the knife?”

Smith nodded, and Flynn asked, “Where did Billy go?”

“Away. Billy went away.”

“Where did he go?”

“Away.”

“But where away?”

“River.”

I glanced at Flynn, but he was concentrating too hard to notice. With his arms folded together on the table, he leaned forward, cocked his head, and smiled. “What is your name?” he asked simply.

The boy smiled back. “Danny.”

“What’s your last name, Danny?”

It was so still in that room I thought I could hear my own heartbeat. Without any change of expression, he looked at Flynn and said, “Danny.”

Flynn nodded patiently. “Danny is your first name. You have another name, too. My first name is Howard.”

“Howard,” the boy repeated.

“That’s right. My first name is Howard. My last name is Flynn.

Your first name is Danny. Your last name is?”

There was a flash of recognition in his eyes, the look someone gets when they first realize that something is not where it is supposed to be and that they might have lost it. He shook his head.

“Danny,” he said again. It was the only name he knew, and perhaps the only name he had.

For half an hour I watched, an interested observer, while Howard Flynn did his best to learn where Danny had come from and what he knew about the man who had given him the knife.

Flynn was as gentle, as patient, as it was possible to be, but it made no difference: Danny seemed to know nothing about his past. As innocent as the child he was, he lived in the moment, a moment that for him had no beginning and no end. He remembered me, and he remembered we had been together in a room, but he could not have said whether it had happened that morning or a year ago. When Flynn had lit that match, it did not just remind him of when he had been burned all over his body with a cigarette: It was the same event. Time did not exist.

Everything that happened—everything that happened to him—

was now.

Though none of our other questions had been answered, we had gotten his name, and that at least was a start. We had gotten something else as well: the knowledge that this was a case we had to win. It was always more difficult to defend someone you were certain was innocent: You could not comfort yourself with the thought that justice had been done if you lost. But this was worse. Danny was not just innocent, he was helpless. We were all he had. It hit Flynn harder than it hit me. When we left he was as angry as I had ever seen him.

“They should hang people like that!” he growled as we made our way to the front entrance. “And I don’t mean by the neck, either!”

I thought I knew whom he meant, but just to be sure, I asked,

“The people who burned him with cigarettes?”

“Yeah,” he muttered under his breath. His arm shot straight out in front of him and hit the door with such force I was afraid his hand was going to go right through the glass. At almost the same spot where we had stood talking together before, he stopped still. “Forget about that son of a bitch Jeffries. Forget about the guy who killed him,” he said, shaking his head impatiently. “Forget about whether he might have known Elliott Winston. Forget about the state hospital. Unless we find out who gave the kid the knife, we haven’t got anything.” He paused and stared hard at me. “You have to find out, and there’s only one way left to do it.”

People were swarming all around us. It was a few minutes past five and the sidewalks were filling up as civil servants walked quickly to the parking lots where they had left their cars or headed a few blocks across town to catch the light rail.

“You think the psychologist can get more out of him than you did?”

Flynn nodded, but his mind was on something else. “He’ll learn some things from him. He may learn quite a lot.” He worked his jaw back and forth, then he stopped and scratched his chin, a distant look in his eye. “He won’t learn that, though. The kid doesn’t know.”

“Then who?”

His eyes came back into focus. “The people he lived with.”

“Under the bridge?”

“Exactly.”

“Well,” I said skeptically, “we can try. But half of them are probably mentals and the rest are probably addicts or drunks.”

On the other hand, we had nothing to lose. “All right,” I agreed,

“if you think it’s worth the chance. When do you want to go?”

For the first time since we had left the jail, Flynn seemed to relax. He greeted my question as if I had just broken my own world record for stupidity. It was all he could do not to roll his eyes or laugh in my face. “Sure, why not? Let’s just go down there right now, two guys in coats and ties.”

Now I realized what he had in mind—or I thought I did. “You want to go undercover: pretend you’re one of the homeless—one of them?”

“No,” he said, looking away as he dragged out the sound. “Not exactly.”

For a few moments we did not say anything, and then I knew.

“You want me … ?”

“I can’t do it,” he said, turning to me. Earnestly, he shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t spend three or four nights—I can’t even spend one night—by myself with people who are drinking. I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it.” He looked down at the sidewalk and sighed. “But I will if you want,” he said, lifting his head.

He meant it, and I knew it, and I could never let it happen.

“All right,” I said with a rueful glance, “I’ll do it. But only after the psychologist sees Danny.”

“He’ll do it first thing tomorrow.”

“You said you hadn’t talked to him yet.”

“I haven’t,” he replied as if that was an answer. “This will be a great experience for you,” he said cheerfully. We turned and began to walk and he again put his arm around my shoulder. “You remember that time Jeffries put you in jail for the weekend? Look at it like that: You might not like it much, but think of all the stories you’ll have to tell.”

I thought about that after I left him at the corner and headed back to the office: not what it would be like to pass myself off as one of the homeless, but what it had been like spending three nights in the county jail. Three nights—and I had never forgotten it! One weekend all those years ago, and as vivid as if it had happened last week or the week before. Three nights! How many nights are there in twelve years, the length of time Elliott Winston had already spent locked up in an asylum for the criminally insane? I could list the numbers and make a rough estimate of the result, but I could not do the multiplication, not in my head, not without a calculator or at least a pencil and paper. If I had been at the state hospital I could have asked Elliott’s friend, the former high school history teacher somehow given the gift for mathematics by his own insanity.

Somewhere behind me a voice called my name. I stopped and turned around, but I did not see anyone I recognized among the crowd of faces that moved past me on the sidewalk. The voice called again, but I still could not find who it was.

“Here,” Jennifer said, laughing. She was sitting in her car, parked at the curb just a few feet away. The top was down. “You looked like you were in a trance. Have you been sleepwalking?”

“No,” I replied, embarrassed. I took a step toward the car, then stopped and looked back over my shoulder. We were directly in front of my building. If she had not called out to me, I might have walked right past it.

“You told me to pick you up in front at quarter past five,” she said as I got in. “Did you forget?”

“No, I didn’t forget. I was thinking about something.” As we drove off, I remembered the look—that trancelike look—Elliott had on his face when I first saw him at the hospital. “You ever do that?” I asked her. “Think about something and forget where you are?”

Jennifer glanced across at me, a puzzled expression on her face.

“I don’t mean when you were sick,” I said, touching the back of her neck. But I realized that that was exactly what I meant.

“Is that what it’s like—you don’t know where you are?”

She looked straight ahead, steering through the downtown traffic. Dressed in a white short-sleeve blouse and a green and blue cotton skirt, she looked young and pretty, eighteen years old all over again, and both of us certain that nothing bad could ever happen. A faint smile flickered across her mouth. She lifted her head and bit her lip; and then she turned to me and her eyes seemed to beg forgiveness. “I can’t,” she murmured.

She stared ahead at the road, and with a quick turn of her wrist shifted down to the next gear and gunned the car through a yellow light at the intersection just before the bridge.

I tried to get her mind off the past. “We’re passing over my new home,” I said brightly.

She passed the back of her hand over her eyes and cleared her throat. “What?” she asked, forcing herself to smile.

“Yeah, it’s true,” I said with a cocky grin. “It’s my new home.

Right down there,” I added, jabbing my finger in front of her.

“Under the bridge. It’s Flynn’s idea.”

Jennifer listened intently while I explained what I was going to do and why there did not seem to be any other choice. I was not quite prepared for her response. Instead of trying to talk me out of it; instead of telling me how much she was going to worry about me; instead of reminding me that I was a lawyer and not a private detective; she thought it was a perfectly wonderful idea and tried to invite herself along.

“If you just suddenly show up—I don’t care how much of a homeless person you make yourself look—you’re still a stranger and they’re not going to trust you. But if there are two of us—a homeless couple—that makes sense. It happens all the time. You see couples holding up cardboard signs saying they’ll work for food. We could be like that,” she said eagerly.

On the other side of the bridge, her eyes darting all around, she merged into the freeway traffic and then crossed over into the lane that, a little farther on, connected to the highway that led east along the Columbia.

It was out of the question. She was not going with me. “It’s too dangerous,” I said quietly, and then started to laugh at the way I sounded, all self-assured and protective, as if it had been my idea instead of Flynn’s.

She waited until I stopped. “So you rather I went alone?”

“Flynn told me I had to do it. By the way, where are we going?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I thought maybe we could drive out along the river, maybe go a ways into the gorge.”

We drove along the shore of the great slow-moving river as it cut its way through the tree-covered cliffs of the gorge, changing color from gray to silver and then, finally, as the sun slanted in the stillness of dusk across the far edge of the horizon, a deep purple mixed with gold. The river ran forever, through the rough red rocks of the high windblown desert; through wheat fields that flowed under a yellow sun and cloudless skies and clear starry nights in places where a tree had never grown; through high mountains that had risen from the earth thousands of years after the river had already begun to run out to the sea; through the flatlands and lowlying hills where another river joined and where a city had been built and a handful of generations had lived their lives and died their deaths. Always changing and always the same, the river carried us back and carried us forward, and gave us the feeling that though we could never quite put it into words, we knew something important, something that had value.

We stopped at a restaurant with a view of a narrow steel suspension bridge and the green black hills of Washington on the other side. We ate hamburgers that came in red plastic baskets covered with white wax paper and slapped ketchup over the French fries and drank Cokes out of Coke glasses with straws.

Every few minutes, Jennifer would reach across and wipe my mouth with her paper napkin.

“You sure you want to do this? Get married in a year?”

Holding it with both hands, her teeth had just sunk into the hamburger. “Why?” she asked, almost choking as she swallowed hard and tried not to laugh. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“Second thoughts? I haven’t had first thoughts. I’ve been in love with you all my life, but until you came back I didn’t think about it very often. It’s like breathing. Most of the time you don’t know you’re doing it.”

Her hands were in her lap under the table, and she was looking up at me, making fun of me with her eyes, while she drank Coke through a straw. She finished what little was left in the glass and kept sucking on it, laughing with her eyes at the sound she made, waiting to see my reaction. I signaled the waitress to bring her a new one.

“Got a quarter?” Jennifer asked. I found one in my pocket and she went to the old-fashioned jukebox that stood against the wall on the other side. I watched her tap her foot as she searched for something she wanted to hear. She came back to the table and held out her hand. I looked around, hesitant. “Come on,” she insisted.

” ‘Chances Are’?” I asked, laughing quietly as we began to dance on the linoleum floor in front of the jukebox.

We moved together to the music, a few steps one way and a few steps back. She let go of my hand and wrapped both arms around my neck, and both of mine went around her waist. At a booth a few feet away, two teenage boys nudged each other. The girls they were with first scolded them with their eyes so they wouldn’t laugh and then, because they were young and sentimental and still dreamed that love could last, turned and watched themselves.

When it was over, Jennifer went to the cash register, got change for a dollar, and played it again. She wanted to do it a third time, but I pulled her away and we went back to our table and she drank some more Coke and teased me again with her wide laughing eyes.

“It wasn’t like breathing for me,” she said, peering down at the glass as she twisted the straw through crushed ice. “I thought about you much more often than that. I thought about you a lot when I was in the hospital.” She raised her eyes until her gaze met mine. “I tried to think of why I was there. They told me it was because of some chemical imbalance in the brain, that it was something physical, that it could happen to anyone. But it didn’t happen to anyone: It happened to me—and I kept thinking maybe it wouldn’t have happened if my life had been different, if I’d been married to someone I was in love with. How could I have been depressed if I had been happy?” She paused and, reaching across the table, ran her fingertips down the side of my face. “I kept thinking I wouldn’t be there, in that awful place, if I’d been married to you.”

Slowly, her head came up straight and she sat perfectly erect, and perfectly still. “Is that what you want, Joey?” she asked, measuring each word. “After all this time. Are you sure that’s what you want—just to be with me?”

I nodded toward her nearly empty glass. “Drink your Coke. We have to get out of here. It’s a long drive home.”

I waited until she bent her head over the glass and took the tip of the straw in her mouth.

“I’m going to ask you this just once. Will you marry me? Not next year, or next month. Just, will you marry me?”

Her eyes still on the glass, she began to smile. Then she looked up.

“Yes.”

That is all that was said, all that had to be said. We sat there for a few more minutes while she finished her Coke and I wondered why marriage, as opposed to simply living together, had assumed such an importance in my mind. We were past the age when marriage meant children. Perhaps it was a way to show defiance to the long years we had been apart. I suppose it would also put a period to the sentence that would seem to strangers to explain our lives: “We fell in love, and then we were married.”

Jennifer finished her Coke, and I helped her up from the table.

“We can always tell people we had a very long engagement,” she said with a smile. Suddenly, her head shuddered and her eyes flashed with pain. She gripped my hand with all her strength.

“I’m all right,” she said, trying to apologize. “I’m just tired, and it hit me kind of fast.”

By the time we got to the car, she seemed fine, but when I insisted on driving she did not object. As we drove through the darkness, she curled up beside me and was fast asleep before we had gone more than a mile.







The next morning, Helen, as usual, followed me into my office, a high-heeled tap dance accompanied by shouted instructions about what I was supposed to be doing.

“I finally reached Dr. Friedman’s office down at the state hospital. He’s out of town this week and won’t be back until Monday. I said we’d call back.” Helen looked at her notebook and found the next item on her list. “The records clerk called from the courthouse. The file on the Elliott Winston case came over from Archives. You can look at it anytime you want.” Her eyes went back to the notebook.

“I’m getting married, Helen.”

“Somebody named … ?” She looked up, puzzled, and for a moment searched my eyes. The tiny lines at the corners of her eyes and the lines at the corners of her mouth seemed to fade away.

She dropped into the chair and put her hand on her heart.

“Really?” she asked. Her eyes sparkled and a huge grin spread across her face. “To the girl you wanted to marry, years ago, the one you went to high school with?”

I could not remember ever having told her about that, but it did not surprise me that she knew. She started to say something and then, changing her mind, came around the desk and kissed me on the cheek. There was an awkward silence, and then, because that kiss had said everything there was to say, she offered a few words of congratulations and I replied with a few words of thanks.

“I have a lot to do today,” I said finally. “I don’t know if I’ll have a chance to see that file or not. Would you call the records clerk back and ask if they would hang on to it for a while.”

A few minutes later, I heard Helen on the phone. There was one thing I could find out without going to the courthouse and reading it in the file. I picked up the line and asked the records clerk to tell me the name of the attorney who had represented Elliott Winston. She told me and I asked once more to make sure I had heard her right, and one more time after that because I still did not believe it.

“But Asa Bartram never practiced criminal law in his life,” I said, as if this was something the clerk would either know or have reason to care about.

“Sorry,” I said, more baffled than ever by what had happened, and more certain than ever that it was somehow the answer to everything.

 

Twenty-one

_______

Now that we were to be married, Jennifer moved in with me and we spent five days alone together, trying not to talk too much about the things we had missed. Middle-aged, all the glam-our gone, we spent the passion we had left and learned the gentler sentiments of love.

Early the next Sunday evening we left the house I would never again live in alone and drove down the long sloping driveway, through the open iron gate to the street below. She could not stop laughing.

“You look just awful!”

“This is how I earn my living,” I said, deadpan. “The law is a noble profession.”

“Try going to court looking like that.”

“I did—once,” I replied.

She nodded. “The time you went to jail. I wasn’t there to see it, but—trust me—you look a lot worse now. You’ll probably get picked up by the police and put in jail again.”

She drove me into town and dropped me off on a dark corner next to a small park, a block away from a mission where the homeless could sometimes get a meal and a bed.

“Are you going to be warm enough?” she asked as I opened the door. “There’s a chill in the air. It’s going to get cold tonight.”

She stared at me with large, melancholy eyes. “Look at you! We haven’t even lived together a week, and you don’t shave, you dress like a bum, and you make up the most outrageous excuse any woman ever heard about why you have to spend the night away from home.”

“You going to be all right?” I asked as I leaned over to kiss her goodbye.

She held me for a long time, laughing quietly about how rough my face felt with its scraggly five-day growth, teasing me that I smelled too good to pass for homeless. When she was certain I did not want to go, she pretended she did not mind and with one last kiss let me leave. With my hands shoved into the pockets of an old, ragged, oversize wool coat, I watched her drive away and then, when she was gone, turned around and walked slowly into the night.

There was at first a feeling of adventure, like someone starting out on a voyage, when danger and hardship still seem like a romance, and hunger and thirst are things you talk about on a full stomach. I was doing this to find out what I could about who had killed Quincy Griswald and then given the murder weapon to someone who would not be able to explain where it had come from. But deep down I also wanted to know what it was like to live like this: homeless and abandoned, surrounded by things you could not have and people who, when they saw you coming, would cross the street to get away.

It was not yet completely dark. A man and a woman coming from the opposite direction saw me and moved as far away on the sidewalk as they could. I went right for them and held out my hand.

“Spare change?” I asked in a harsh, rasping voice. My head rolled to the side and my chin sagged down to my chest. “Haven’t had anything to eat all day,” I said, pleading with my eyes.

He did what I probably would have done. He put his arm around her and tried to shelter her with his shoulder. She was pretty and well dressed, and as they hurried past she looked at me with loathing and disgust.

I had gotten away with it and I felt a thrill of exhilaration.

“All right,” I yelled after them in my normal voice, “if you don’t have any change, how about the keys to the BMW?”

The man shot a glance at me over his shoulder and then quickened his step, afraid I might follow.

I crossed the street to the mission and studied the dead eyes of the men who were sprawled against the front brick wall near the entrance, waiting for it to open, as I walked past them and turned the corner. Cheap hotels with dirty windows and dimly lit bars with shadows sliding slowly across the floor; hookers in short tight dresses and junkies with vapid smug smiles and pockmarked faces; fat men with fat wallets ready to buy a good time, and haggard tired women no one wanted trying to forget they had no one waiting at home: This was the world I now entered instead of my own.

In an alleyway behind an adult bookstore I rummaged through the trash cans and watched the people who came in and out the back entrance, and realized I had become invisible. A girl in a black leather miniskirt led a short, paunchy man out the door, watched with calculating eyes while he counted out the money, tucked it in her bra, and then got down on her knees in front of him and did what she had been paid for. When she finished, she watched him walk nervously down the alley toward the sidewalk, and then turned to me, searching through the garbage less than ten feet away.

“I’ll bet you wish you could have some,” she said with a smirk, and then disappeared inside.

I had just bent down to look inside the next garbage can when, suddenly, I went flying over it, and landed in a heap on the other side, buried under the trash that collapsed on top of me. Twisting around, I pulled my head up, tried to get to my feet, and was shoved back. A hulking wreck of a human being, with stinking breath and a slobbering mouth that looked like it bred corrup-tion, was waving his arm at me and pointing a finger at his chest.

“This is yours?” I asked, as I scrambled sideways to get beyond his reach. “Yours?” I asked, nodding. I kept moving, and kept repeating the same question, letting him know that my trespass was entirely inadvertent. “Sorry,” I said when I was far enough away from him to risk struggling to my feet. I backed down the alley, apologizing, and then, when I was safe, turned around and walked away as quickly as I could.

Late that night I made my way to the Morrison Street Bridge.

I dragged a few rotting pieces of cardboard I found under the bushes, and crawled underneath this makeshift blanket. The ground was hard, cold, jagged with rocks, and each time I turned over there were only a few moments of relief before I started to hurt in a new place. I hardly slept at all that night, and never for very long. Though I could not clearly see more than a few of them when I first arrived, I could sense that there were breathing bodies scattered all around. Years had passed, but the memory I had of the nights spent in the county jail was still vivid in my mind. This was not like that. No one cried out; no one moaned or whimpered or cursed; no one made a noise, nothing, except the heavy rolling sound of people who were sleeping in their own beds, the only ones they knew.

I did not think I had slept at all, but when I opened my eyes the sun was out and the traffic on the bridge overhead was deafening. My mouth felt like glue and my teeth hurt. I climbed out from under the cardboard blanket and looked around. Down at the edge of the river, two men stood side by side, urinating. Off to the side, sitting on his haunches, another man soaked his shirt and then wrung it out with his hands. On the shadows next to the concrete pilings, four men were gathered around a small fire, warming their hands while water boiled in a blue aluminum pot.

No one moved aside to let me in, and I stood a few feet away.

The one who had been doing his laundry in the river came back, carrying his shirt in his hand.

“Let him in,” he said as he sat down in the circle. “Come on,”

he insisted when at first I did not move. They made room, and I joined them. No one said anything, and looking at them, dull-eyed and lethargic, I wondered how many knew how.

“It’s the best coffee in town,” the man said, urging me to drink it. My eye darted to the river behind him. He shook his head.

“The water came from a fountain. I fill my canteen.”

I wondered if, with that careless glance, I had given myself away. With a blank look, as if I had no idea why he thought he had to explain something so obvious, I tried to cover my mistake. My eye still on him, I took a drink, and almost gagged on the rancid taste. He watched me for a moment longer, and then, smiling to himself, lowered his gaze.

No one said anything, not to me, not to anyone. They sat in a circle, drinking that awful brew, made, I discovered later, from the used coffee grinds found in the garbage behind one of my favorite restaurants. Then, a few minutes later, as if by some silent signal that passed my notice, they got to their feet and, without a word, drifted off in different directions.

The one who had given me the cup lingered behind. “You coming back tonight?” he asked.

I let him know with a look that it was none of his business what I did. If he thought my belligerence a threat, he did not show it. He reached inside his overcoat pocket and brought out a half-pint bottle of whiskey and offered it to me.

“Suit yourself,” he said when I refused. Removing the cap, he took a short swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his tattered, greasy sleeve. “Helps keep the coffee down,” he explained as he shoved the bottle back in his pocket.

I started to walk away. “You can come with me, if you want,”

he said. I stopped and looked back. He had already turned and was heading along a path that led under the bridge and came up on the other side. I followed behind and when we reached the top, he moved a bush aside and pulled out a rusty shopping cart heaped with black garbage bags stuffed full. Craning his neck, he squinted up at the glaring white sky. His lips pressed tight together, he moved his mouth back and forth while he made up his mind. Opening the bag on top, he dug out an olive green army camouflage jacket. He took off the overcoat, rolled it into a ball, and shoved it as far down in the basket as it would go and then put on the jacket.

We worked our way through town, stopping at every trash basket. A division of labor soon developed between master and ap-prentice: I pushed the cart, and each time we halted, he did a thorough search, deciding what was useless and what had value.

He always found something, a bottle, a can, something that could be turned into cash. When we reached the park behind the courthouse, I remembered the two men I had seen there late at night, doing what we were doing now, my own life somehow prefigured in that dreamlike apparition from the past.

On the sidewalk outside the courthouse entrance, afraid I might be recognized, I left my newfound friend and partner to rummage through the wire mesh trash baskets alone. I stood off to the side, next to a lamppost at the curb, watching people I knew at least vaguely going in and out the doors. Hunching my shoulders, I pulled the flaps of the cap I was wearing farther down over my ears. I ran my fingers over my beard and felt a little more confident that at least at a distance no one would know it was me.

He finished with the one basket and looked around to see where I was. I was about to catch up with him when someone bumped into me from behind. Instinctively, I turned around, and found myself face-to-face with Cassandra Loescher, the deputy district attorney who was prosecuting the case. She had been talking to someone, not paying attention to where she was going, and when she knocked into me had spilled the paper coffee cup she was carrying in her hand.

“Damn it!” she cried, holding the cup out in front of her. She started to apologize, but as soon as she saw me all she could think about was getting away. I reached out to help, but she dropped the cup on the sidewalk and walked rapidly up the courthouse steps.

Emboldened, I took a position next to the steps, held out my filthy hand, and studied the various ways in which the people I asked for money averted their gaze and tried to avoid making an answer. Two otherwise fair-minded judges treated me with open contempt, one of them complaining loudly to the other that it was bad enough this sort of thing went on in the public park and disgraceful that it was allowed in front of a public building. Defense lawyers sneered and turned away when I asked them if they could help one of the indigent. Harper Bryce, his reporter’s notebook sticking out of his suit coat pocket, ambled past me, on his way to cover yet another trial. He stopped, turned back, reached into his pants pocket, gave me all the change he had, and without once looking at me, disappeared inside. I opened my hand, counted seventy-eight cents, and felt like a wealthy man.

I caught up with my nameless friend and his shopping cart a block away and, while he searched through a basket, stood ready to push when it was time to move on to the next one. All day long we did this, drifting from one street to the next, taking what no one wanted, until the cart groaned under a mountain of debris and I had to lean my shoulder into it to keep it going. I never did know what he did with it. At a corner near the mission, he took over control of the cart, and made me wait while he pushed it down an alleyway. When he came back a few minutes later, he had emptied the cart of everything we had picked up during the day. He took out of his pocket an old coin purse and gave me three one-dollar bills, the wages of a scavenger’s helper. He snapped the purse shut and put it in his pocket, and from the same place pulled out the half-pint bottle. Thrusting it toward me, he held it still until I shook my head and then, with his head thrown back, guzzled a mouthful. He smacked his lips while he screwed the cap on and slipped the flat bottle back into his coat pocket.

We made our way through back streets and alleyways to the bridge, pushing the cart ahead of us, staring into the distance in a dull-witted daze. I had lived homeless only a night and a day and already the edge seemed to be off all existence. My senses were numbed and the only things that had meaning were the simple necessities of survival. Homeless, I was learning, meant more than not having a place of your own: It meant having nothing of your own—no friends, no family, no one you could talk to, no one you could trust. I could go home whenever I wanted, and I could only wonder at how it must feel to know that you could not.

“How long have you been doing this?” I asked when he finished hiding the cart in the bushes on the side of the bridge.

He studied me, suspicion in his eyes. “Long enough.” He turned and walked down the path that led under the bridge, the dull echo of the traffic throbbing overhead.

The pieces of cardboard I had used as a bed and a blanket were still where I had left them, and so strong is the instinct for possession, I felt a sense of relief that no one had taken what I now considered my own. There was no one else around, and after he had gone down to the edge of the river, where he took off his shoes and washed out his socks, he climbed barefoot back to where I was sitting. He lowered himself down beside me, wrapped his arms around his knees, and watched the slow-moving brown water flow past.

“Are you an undercover cop?” he asked in a flat voice that seemed not to care one way or the other.

He had guessed wrong, but the fact that he had guessed at all told me that I had failed. “No,” I replied.

“When you came here last night, the others wanted to roll you.”

“Roll me?”

“Yeah. Whack you over the head, take whatever you had. I told them they better not, that you might be a cop.”

I looked down at my shoes. A beetle was crawling across the toe and down the other side. The gravel gave way and it tumbled over on its back, legs flailing helplessly in the air. With a flick of my fingernail I flipped it right side up and watched it scramble to safety.

“When you live on the streets you know better than to show up some place for the first time after dark.” He reached in his pocket for the whiskey bottle. “And besides that, you don’t move right: You’re too quick, too nimble. You’re not one of us.” He took a drink and offered it to me.

I took it from him, wiped the opening with the heel of my hand, and put it up to my mouth. It ran down my throat like fire and acid, and for a moment I thought it had burned away my larynx and left me without the power of speech. A second surge scalded my nostrils and flamed out of my ears.

“Thanks,” I said, gritting my teeth as I handed the bottle back to him. “And thanks for last night. But I’m not an undercover cop. Why would a cop come here?” I asked, poking at the dirt.

“You’re not a cop? Why are your clothes so new?”

“Why don’t you mind your own damn business,” I said, pretending to be angry. “You didn’t want to tell me how long you’d lived like this, but I’m supposed to tell you? Who the hell are you, anyway?”

He made no reply. Instead, he passed the bottle back to me. I had no choice, not if I wanted to keep him there, talking. I took another drink, and this time it did not burn quite so much.

“They come once in a while, looking for drugs. They came a week ago, a whole bunch of them, just swooped in on us. We weren’t doing nothing. They took away a guy because he had a knife. They said he killed somebody with it. They’re all nuts.”

He scratched the side of his face and took the bottle out of my hands. There was not much left in it, and he finished that with one last gulp. “Have to get more tonight,” he said matter-of-factly.

A couple of other homeless men appeared at the far side of the bridge and wandered down to the riverbank. “You better not stay here tonight,” he warned me. “Better move on. Find another place.”

“I’ll stay here if I want,” I insisted, tossing a contemptuous look at the pair down at the river. “The guy with the knife didn’t kill anyone?” I asked, trying to sound indifferent.

He tapped the side of his head. “Feebleminded. We looked after him, best we could. It wasn’t even his knife.”

Looking out across the river, I picked up a rock and sent it sailing into the water. I picked up another one. “So whose knife was it?” I asked as I sent it on its way.

There was no answer, and I looked back over my shoulder. He was watching me, a grotesque grin on his face. “You sure you’re not a cop?”

I found another rock. “Go screw yourself,” I grunted as I let it fly. I looked back at him and waited.

“A little guy with crazy eyes. He stayed here a couple of days—

started getting real friendly with the feebleminded kid. We caught him one night. He had the kid’s pants down and he was—you know—trying to do things to him. We sent him on his way.”

“Sent him on his way?”

“Yeah, we threw him in the river,” he explained.

“What happened to him—after you threw him in the river?”

He looked at me and then shrugged. “Don’t know. Didn’t see him get out.”

I fought back the panic that swelled up inside me. Whoever had given Danny the knife had disappeared and was probably dead. We did not even know his name, and the only witness I had that he had ever existed was a homeless drunk who had probably killed him.

“We were pretty tired of that jerk anyway,” I heard him saying. “Always going around mumbling to himself, and then every time he had to take a leak coming up to me to ask if it was all right. I’m telling you: The guy was nuts. He was nuts; the cops are nuts; everybody’s nuts. I gotta go get another bottle,” he said without a pause. He struggled to his feet. “You want to come?”

I walked with him to a liquor store and told him before he went in that I wanted him to get me something, too. I put a few folded-up bills in his hand and said I would wait outside. As I walked away, I wondered what he would end up buying when he discovered that I had given him a couple of twenties instead of a couple of ones.

Though it called itself a city, Portland, or at least that part of it that had stayed on the same side of the river, was no larger than a New York neighborhood. You could walk from one end of it to the other in less than twenty minutes. I was at Howard Flynn’s place in less than ten.

The curtains were open, but it was dark inside. Flynn lived alone and never went out, except to an AA meeting or when one of his friends called for help. I climbed the steep stairs to the unlighted front door and for the first time all day suddenly felt tired. I leaned my forehead against the heavy wooden front door and pressed the bell. I let go, waited, and when I heard no sound inside, punched it again. There was still no response. With one last short burst on the bell, I pushed myself away from the door and sank down on the top step, heavy with fatigue.

At first I thought it was the passing headlights of a car, and shut my eyes to avoid the glare. Then I heard the dead bolt turn, and reaching for the railing above me I struggled to my feet.

Standing in the doorway, thick, hairy legs protruding below a threadbare flannel robe tied together with a cotton belt that did not match, Howard Flynn blinked into the harsh overhead light.

He took one look at me and shook his head.

“How did you know it was me?” I asked as he shut the door behind us.

He turned on the light in the small entryway and looked at me from head to toe. “Why?” he asked with a shrug. “Because you’re not wearing a tie?”

“What took you so long to answer the door?” I asked irritably as I followed him into the kitchen.

“I kept hoping whoever it was would go away.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Actually, I was watching television and I didn’t hear it at first,” he confessed.

“How could you not hear that goddamn thing? It makes as much noise as an electrocution, for Christ sake,” I grumbled.

“For a homeless guy, you’re pretty damn pushy, aren’t you? Sit down,” he ordered. “I’ll make you some coffee. You look like you could use it.”

While Flynn carefully measured three level teaspoons of ground coffee into a paper filter, I waited at a small Formica table that looked onto a square atrium. A glass bowl of artificial fruit—yellow wax bananas, and red wax apples, and green and purple glass grapes—was right in the center where it always was. A bite mark on the side of the apple, left by the teeth of a disappointed child of a long forgotten friend, made all of it seem more real. Flynn poured water in the top of the coffeemaker and turned it on.

“That friend of mine—the psychologist—saw Danny.” He stared into the glass pot, watching as first one drop, then another slowly formed and then fell, coating the glass bottom with a dark turgid liquid. “Turns out he isn’t retarded after all—not in the usual sense, anyway. Fox thinks he’s about twenty-three or -four. Can’t be sure, exactly. Danny doesn’t know. He lived somewhere—out in the country, near a river. Fox thinks it might have been somewhere down around Roseburg or Grants Pass.”

The coffee kept dripping down, gradually increasing speed until it turned into a fine-flowing stream.

“His mother might have been retarded. She wasn’t married—

he didn’t have a father that he knew—but there were always men around. He was abused, probably starting when he was just an infant: sexual things, physical things, mean, perverted, awful things. Fox thinks the burn marks weren’t the half of it.”

Turning around, Flynn put his hands on the counter behind him, looked at me, a grim expression on his face, and then stared down at the floor. “He never went to school; he never went anywhere. When he wasn’t locked in a room he was chained like a dog in the backyard.”

Flynn raised his eyes. “You can’t really blame the mother. You ever know a girl like that when you were a kid, a girl who was a little slow, a little backward: a girl guys knew how to take advantage of? That’s probably what you had here: A girl, young and retarded, who didn’t have any parents of her own, finds herself pregnant, has the kid at home, lives from hand to mouth, becomes the punchboard for every lowlife in the county, and then one of these creeps starts getting his kicks with the kid.”

Suddenly, from out of nowhere, an orange cat with a torn ear and a thick stump where its tail had once been bounded onto my lap and then onto the table. Like a boxer throwing a jab, Flynn flicked out his hand, grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck, and sent it flying out of the room.

“Nomo isn’t supposed to get on the table,” he explained as he poured the coffee.

It was hard to know whether to be more astonished at how much speed Flynn still had in his hands or at the distance the cat had sailed before it landed, without so much as a whimper, somewhere down the hall.

“Nomo?” I asked.

Flynn handed me a mug of coffee and sat down on the other chair. “Yeah. Stands for Nomellini. You remember Leo Nomellini—played for the San Francisco 49ers back in the fifties? Leo

‘The Lion’ Nomellini?”

I did not remember, if I had ever known, but I was not surprised Flynn had.

“You named the cat after Leo Nomellini because he looks like a lion?”

Flynn rolled his eyes. “I named him after Nomellini because he’s big and stupid.”

It was the lawyer in me: Every answer was the invitation to a question. “How do you know Nomellini was big and stupid?”

“He was a defensive tackle,” he explained patiently. “By definition he was big and stupid.”

“Weren’t you a defensive tackle?”

Flynn nodded. “Which means I know what I’m talking about,”

he said as he got to his feet.

I followed him down a short, narrow hallway to the smaller of the two bedrooms, the room which as long as I had known him had served as both a study and a guest room. A desk, a chair, a television set, and a beige sofa that made into a bed were the only furnishings. Turning off the television, Flynn sat down at the desk and thumbed through a stack of manila folders.

Flynn had loosened the cotton belt that held his robe together.

Sitting on the wooden chair behind the desk that was really nothing more than a plain wooden door resting on cement blocks, the tattered ends of the robe lay in a heap on the rose-colored carpet. He was wearing a white T-shirt and a pair of blue and white striped boxer shorts underneath. The folds of skin around his eyes were thick and puffy, the way they are on the face of a fighter years after he has left the ring. His mouth moved silently as he read the names of the files through which he searched.

“I just had it here,” he mumbled to himself. “Here it is,” he said, as he pulled out a thin report, the pages of which were fastened together with a blue plastic paper clip, and handed it to me. “A lot of it is guesswork, but I don’t think it’s too far from right. The kid never went to school, never had a friend, never had anyone to talk to. He’s not retarded, not in the clinical sense.

There’s nothing wrong with his mind. He’s socially retarded; he’s what you would expect to get if you locked a baby in a room and didn’t let him out except to be mistreated for the first fourteen or fifteen years of his life. Except for one thing,” Flynn said, shaking his head with a kind of wonder. “There’s nothing vicious about him. He’s an innocent. He’s like a dog people keep kicking and he still comes back, hoping that maybe this time someone will treat him with a little kindness,” he said, using the same analogy I had used when I tried to explain to Jennifer what the boy was like.

Flynn took a deep breath and, wearily, let it out. At the sound of it, I felt again my own fatigue. Sinking against the corner of the sofa, I let my feet slide out across the carpet until I caught sight of my own filthy, mud-encrusted shoes. “Sorry,” I began to apologize as I sat up.

Lost in thought, Flynn did not hear me. My eye moved behind him to a photograph barely visible on the shelf behind his chair. Like the bowl of artificial fruit in the kitchen, the tarnished silver frame was always in the same spot.

“How old would he be now?” I asked in a voice that was more like a whisper.

He did not turn around, and I wondered if he ever looked at it anymore: that picture of the bright-eyed little boy held in the powerful arms of his young father.

A clumsy smile came and went and came again. “Twenty-nine last month. Hard to believe, isn’t it: where all the time has gone?”

His eyes looked past me into the distance. Then he got to his feet, tied the belt around his waist, and opened the closet door.

“I’ve got some clothes you can wear. Why don’t you take a shower, get cleaned up, and I’ll drive you home. You don’t want to show up looking like that,” he said with a gentle laugh.







Halfway up the drive the porch light came on and Jennifer, wearing a knee-length cotton nightgown, dashed out and began to wave. The headlights swept past her as Flynn pulled up in front. Darting barefoot down the darkened steps, she threw herself into my arms as I got out of the car.

“I didn’t think you’d be home for days.” Standing on her tiptoes, her arms around my neck, she ran her hand over the side of my face. “You shaved.”

“Say hello to Howard Flynn,” I said, as I opened the back door of the car.

Her arms behind her back, Jennifer looked across the passenger seat. “Hello, Howard Flynn. Thank you for bringing my derelict home.”

Reaching inside, I gathered up the thick bundle of clothing I had worn during my brief sojourn as one of the homeless. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Flynn’s face color slightly as he became formal and awkward, trying to be polite.

Dragging the bundle behind me, my arm around her waist, we walked up the steps to the porch and watched the lights of the car recede into the distance as Flynn drove down the drive and out the gate. Inside, Jennifer took the bundle from my hand, dropped it to the floor, and kissed me on the mouth. I gathered her up in my arms and climbed the stairs to the bedroom. She slid under the sheets and started teasing me about my borrowed oversize clothes, and then, after I had taken them off, she turned off the lamp.

We made love with a new intensity, and when it was over, and we lay together in the moonlight that splashed through the bedroom window, she put her hand in mine and touched my soul.

“The only thing I want is to live with you and to die with you, live together, die together, just us, the way we said it would be.

Remember?”

I remembered when we first said it, and I said it again, the same words, the same promises, but it was not the same. We had lived separate lives, and we knew that what we had promised before—that we could never survive apart—had been, not a lie, but something that had not been true. In the innocence of our youth we had believed love and death the only real alternatives, and had come to learn that life was neither so simple nor so kind.

Curling her arm around my neck, she held me as tight as she could. “Just love me, love me forever … please.”

I put my arm around her and spread my fingers on the small of her back, and tried to relieve the tension that was running rigid through her. Her hard, sobbing breath began to slow down, and after a while I could barely feel her heart beating against me; and then, a little later, her hand let go of my neck and her arm slid down onto my shoulder. For a long time I watched her sleep, wondering about the way the most important things seem to come about by chance, and whether chance might be nothing more than a word we hide behind when we don’t want to believe that everything has been decided by fate.

The next morning I found Jennifer dancing around the kitchen, humming to herself as she put dishes away with one hand and rinsed off a pot with the other. Both hands moving at once, she kissed me lightly on the cheek and ordered me to sit down at the table. I squinted at her through eyes still filled with sleep, staggered to the coffeemaker, and poured myself a cup. She watched with amused indulgence as I dragged myself over to the table and collapsed into a chair. Jennifer slid into the chair opposite, and with a pensive expression drank coffee from her cup.

“Tell me about Howard Flynn,” she said presently.

“Flynn? He’s a private investigator. A long time ago he was a lawyer,” I said, my gaze drifting across the kitchen to the windows that let in the yellow morning light.

“You told me once that he was disbarred because he came to court drunk and said some things he shouldn’t have.”

My eyes came back to her. She never seemed to forget anything, no matter what it was and no matter how long ago it might have been said.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

My gaze went back to the window, and I shook my head. “It’s a terrible story,” I said, reluctant to say more.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“It isn’t that,” I said, as I began to stir the cup with a spoon.

“It really is a terrible story, the kind that doesn’t have an end.”

“Does any story have an end?” Her voice was like a long slow breath that made you want to stay right where you were, listening to her talk. “Our story didn’t.”

I thought about what she said. “No,” I remarked presently, “our story didn’t end—it got better—but what happened to Flynn …

“Howard Flynn was a great athlete, one of the best high school football players anyone had ever seen. He was six foot three, two hundred sixty-five pounds, with a thick neck and a head like a barrel keg, and quick as a cat. Every college wanted him; everyone told him he’d be an all-American. He was, too, third-string all-American his sophomore year. But Flynn didn’t play football because he loved it; he played it because he was good at it and because it paid his way through college. If he had come from a wealthy family, I don’t think he would have played at all. Flynn wanted to be a lawyer—from the time he was a kid, that’s what he wanted to do.

“He studied all the time, and almost never went out. Howard was a one-man wrecking crew on a football field, but around other people he was quiet, shy, always a gentleman. I don’t know, but I’d be surprised if he’d ever had a date in high school. But now he was an all-American, and girls who would not have looked at him twice wanted to be with someone famous. There was one in particular: tiny, not more than five foot two, with flashing black eyes and a cute little smile. Her name was Yvonne Montero and they started going out. Everyone liked Flynn, and everyone thought it was great that he finally had a girl. It didn’t matter that she had made it with half the guys in school. Flynn didn’t know anything about that, and besides, they were just going out.

No one thought it was serious, but of course it was serious. For the first and only time in his life, Howard was in love—the way I was in love with you.

“They got married the day after he graduated, and she probably started fooling around the day after that.” I caught myself getting angry and took a deep breath. “To be fair, she worked while he went through law school. Three years later, he passed the bar and got a good job with a pretty good firm. A few months later, she had their baby, a boy, Howard Flynn, Jr. That was the hap-piest day of Howard Flynn’s life—maybe the last really happy day he ever had—the day he first saw his son.”

Locking my fingers together on top of my head, I stared out the window, rocking back and forth on the chair.

“What happened?” Jennifer asked, breaking my reverie.

“One day, about two years later, while Flynn was in court arguing a case, his wife was home in bed with another man, someone she had been sleeping with for more than a year. The boy, Howard’s son, was asleep in his own room. He woke up and wandered into the living room, looking for his mother. The sliding glass door to the backyard had been left open. She was in the bedroom, making love, when it happened. She never heard her son fall into the pool, never heard him cry for help, never heard anything except the sounds she was making while she cheated on her husband.

“The boy drowned, and Howard died that day as well. He blamed himself. Odd, isn’t it, that after what his wife had been doing, Howard would think it was his fault? He thought he should have known that it was too good to last. His wife was having sex with another man in their bed; their son drowns because of it; and Howard thinks that he should have known what she was going to do, and that he could have saved his only child if he had!”

“What about the mother, Howard’s wife? Didn’t she blame herself?”

“I don’t think she was capable of blaming herself. She moved out right away. The last time Flynn saw her was at the funeral.

Howard had made all the arrangements himself. He did everything himself. For a while—a few months—he kept to his old routine. He went to work every day and he did his job; he kept his grief to himself. Then something happened, some kind of delayed reaction, I guess. He started to drink and he didn’t stop.

And then Jeffries started in on him, ridiculing him, humiliating him in open court. Finally, he just said the hell with it and told Jeffries exactly what he thought. He did it drunk, but I think he would have done it sober, there was so much rage and hurt bottled up inside him. It wasn’t a question whether he was going to explode, but when, and Jeffries was so incredibly easy to hate.”

Jennifer pulled her knees up under her chin and wrapped her arms around them. “Is that why he has such strong feelings about this Danny? Because of what happened to his own boy?”

I did not understand at first, but then, searching her eyes, I began to grasp her meaning. “I hadn’t thought of it,” I admitted,

“but I suppose you must be right. I’m sure he still blames himself; maybe he thinks he can make up for it a little if he can help someone else.”

Turned down at the corners, her wide mouth looked like the smile of a brokenhearted child. “Maybe, in a strange way, he thinks this boy is his son. You told me he’s a three-year-old in a grown-up’s body. He’s what Howard’s son would be if he hadn’t drowned, if he had just disappeared, and then, after all these years, been discovered.” She looked at me through half-closed eyes. “We do that, don’t we: imagine that someone we haven’t seen in a long time hasn’t really changed, not deep down inside, no matter how much older we both are?”

I wondered if she was talking about us, and as I watched a bittersweet expression form on her gentle face I felt a knot in my stomach, afraid I had done something to disappoint her, afraid that I had changed more than she had thought. Her gaze grew more distant and she pulled her knees tighter under her chin.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

At first I did not think she had heard me, but then, a moment later, like someone clearing away the cobwebs, she batted her lashes twice and sat up. With a cheerful look in her eyes, she came around the table and sat in my lap, her arms wrapped around my neck. “I love you Joseph Antonelli, and I’ll marry you whenever you want. Tomorrow, if you like.”

She let go of my neck, and for a long time, the bare presence of a smile flickering across her fragile, vulnerable mouth, looked at me like someone peering at their own half-forgotten reflection. Without a word, without a sound, she gently rose and, taking me in her soft, naked hand, led me back upstairs.
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_______

Dr. Friedman was waiting for me. A nervous smile started on his mouth, failed, and then was just about to start again, when he let go of my hand and, glancing away, gestured toward the armless chair in front of the metal institutional desk.

“I was beginning to think you didn’t want to see me,” I said.

His ankle was crossed over his knee and his hands were clasped together in his lap. Repeatedly he clenched his teeth while his lashes beat rapidly over his eyes. I wondered if he had heard what I had said.

“Why do you want to see Elliott again?” he asked presently, his attention concentrated on the quick, abrupt movement of his thumbs.

He could have asked that question anytime during the last three weeks. Helen had tried to get him on the phone every day, and every day there had been some new excuse, some new reason why Dr. Friedman had not been able to return any of the calls that had been made.

“I don’t care if I see Elliott or not.” I turned over the fingers of my right hand and pretended to study my nails. “I came to see you.”

His lashes stopped blinking. Slowly, he lifted his eyes. “You came to see me?”

I examined my nails more closely. “Yes, to see you.” I closed my fingers into a fist and shoved it down next to my leg. “Do you remember a patient by the name of Jacob Whittaker?”

He turned the swivel chair and placed both hands on top of the desk. “You mean the patient who murdered the judge?”

“Yes—the judge, Calvin Jeffries: the judge who married Elliott Winston’s wife. You remember: We talked about him when I was here before.”

Tapping his fingers together, he gave me a look meant to suggest that he was far too busy to remember much of anything we might have discussed.

“You remember,” I said, returning his look with one that said I did not believe him.

“Yes, of course. The name escaped me,” he said, brushing it off. “What would you like to know about him? There isn’t much I can tell you, I’m afraid. He wasn’t one of my patients.”

“Whose patient was he?”

“I don’t know. I’d have to check.”

“You didn’t know him at all?”

“No, not directly. You have to understand, Mr. Antonelli. We have hundreds of patients, and we’re constantly getting new ones.”

I leaned forward and looked straight at him. “But you knew that he had escaped?”

“No, actually I didn’t. You see, strictly speaking, he didn’t escape. He was out on a pass and that time he didn’t come back.”

“That time? You mean he had been out before?”

Friedman seemed surprised that I had even asked. “Yes, of course. Whittaker had been here for years. He was quite stable—

so long as he stayed on his medication. He was in the process of being transitioned back into the community.” He hesitated before he added, “It had not been an entirely smooth transition.

He had an apartment for a while, and a job washing dishes at a restaurant. But he didn’t want to follow the rules. That was a couple of years ago. This time, when he was let out, it was to be for just a few days at a time, and, instead of allowing him to have his own apartment, he was put in a halfway house.”

“What rules?” I asked. “What did he do that brought him back inside?”

He sank back in the chair and shrugged. “I don’t really know.

As I say, he wasn’t my patient. I only know about this now because, after what happened, the case became the subject of a staff review.”

“And?”

He raised his eyebrows. “And what?”

“What was the result of the staff review?”

“Everything had been done properly, based on the best evidence of his condition,” he said, as he lowered his gaze.

“He was here because he murdered his father, if I recall correctly. And despite that, he’s let out and murders—or I should say slaughters—a judge, and everything was done properly?”

Friedman sighed. “Look, Mr. Antonelli,” he said, raising his eyes just far enough to cast an irritated sideways glance at me,

“we do our best. I’ll be the first to admit that our best isn’t always good enough. But what would you have us do?”

Sitting up straight, he waved his hand at the window behind him. The bright clear light from the cloudless summer sky left a dull glow on the grimy dirt-covered glass.

“We try to make people well so they can live out there. We’re not a prison, we’re a hospital. Sometimes people are sicker than we think; sornetimes they get better and then get sick again. It’s awful what happened. But given the same diagnosis, the same course of treatment, the same results from the medication he was taking: Would I release a patient into a transition program? Yes, absolutely. Would I be completely confident he would not suffer some kind of relapse, have some kind of psychotic episode? No, I would not. I know that isn’t very satisfying, but there you have it. That’s what we do here. We treat the sick.”

He started to sit back but thought of something else. “You defend people accused of crimes. Have you never gotten someone off and had him go out and commit another one? Have you never obtained an acquittal for a killer and had him kill someone else?

Did that mean you did not do the same thing again: defend another person you knew might harm someone if you won your case and he was found not guilty?”

I was not in the mood to let him take comfort in a false analogy. “My job is to put on a defense; your job is to make sure people who are a danger to themselves or others can’t hurt other people.”

He knew he had struck a nerve, and that gave him sufficient pleasure not to contest the point. “I’m sure we both do the best we can.” With a brief, professional smile, he asked, “You said something about another patient?”

I ignored him. “All right. He wasn’t your patient. Did Elliott know him?”

“Whittaker? I don’t know. He might have.”

“He might have? Don’t you know who your patients know in here and who they don’t?”

Friedman lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes. “They might have known each other,” he repeated. “There are hundreds of patients in the forensic ward. Besides, what’s your point? What if they did know each other? It doesn’t mean the same thing in here that it does out there,” he said, nodding toward the windows and the world outside. “We have people in here who sleep in adjoining beds and never exchange a word. We have people in here who never speak. This is a mental hospital, Mr. Antonelli; it isn’t a private sanatorium for wealthy, intelligent people who don’t happen to feel very well,” he said with a condescending glance.

“So because some of them can’t talk, you don’t take any notice of what any of them might be saying to each other?” I asked sharply. “For all you know they could be spending all their free time plotting the murder of half the people in Portland.”

“Again, Mr. Antonelli, I think you’ve confused the state hospital with the state prison. We provide treatment and a decent, safe place to live to people suffering severe mental illness.”

He pronounced each word of the official declaration of policy with an unquestioning assurance. It seemed to remind him of who he was, and of the great advantages he had over someone who lacked his training. He looked at me with a kind of tolerance and became, in his way, almost considerate.

“I owe you an apology, Mr. Antonelli. I know your office has been trying to schedule an appointment. It’s just that I’ve had so much to do lately. And then, when your secretary called this morning and said you were on your way … I  was a little annoyed—more with myself, you understand.” He pressed his fingertips together and, putting me under his observant gaze, waited behind his professional mask.

“Has Elliott been out, the way Whittaker was—on a pass?”

Friedman shook his head. “No, never. Maybe someday, but—

Why? You don’t imagine he had something to do with the murder of the judge—Jeffries? Is that why you wanted to know if he knew Whittaker?” He shook his head again, this time more emphatically. “That’s quite impossible.”

“Why is it impossible? People have been known to convince someone else to do their killing for them. Why is it impossible?

You don’t know if he knew Whittaker or not, and if he did know him you certainly don’t know what they talked about.”

“It’s impossible,” he insisted, spreading his hands apart. “I know Elliott. I’ve worked with him for several years now. He barely remembers what happened to him. It was too traumatic.”

“He remembers he wanted to kill me, and he remembers why.”

“Yes, but he realizes he was sick and that what he thought then had little if any basis in reality. He doesn’t blame anyone for what happened to him. He knows it’s a disease. No, I’m afraid you’re wrong,” he said, watching me over the tips of his fingers as he again pressed them together. “And you’ve forgotten something.

Even if after all this time he wanted to do something like this, what in the world could he ever have done to convince Whittaker to do it for him? These cases you talk about—aren’t they usually cases in which someone does it for money, or out of some misguided sense of love? What did Elliott have to offer?” he asked with an irritating smile.

“Then you think it’s just a coincidence?”

“Yes, why not? An unfortunate coincidence,” he added with a dour look. “A mental patient takes the life of someone he doesn’t know. Just because another mental patient—who may never have known the other one—happens to have known the victim some dozen years earlier, before he was a mental patient … It’s quite a reach, isn’t it?”

“Now you’re forgetting something. There was another patient who escaped.”

“What are you talking about? There hasn’t been anyone since Whittaker. I can assure you of that, Mr. Antonelli.” He saw the surprise register on my face. “Why? What made you think there was?”

He had to be wrong and I wondered if he was lying. “No one in the forensic ward has escaped? No one who might have been let out on a pass has failed to come back?” I stared at him, searching his eyes, trying to discover if there was something he was attempting to hide. If there was, he did not show it.

“No, as I told you: no one since Whittaker,” he insisted. “I can assure you, we’re even more conscious of our security precautions than we were before.”

Pressing his lips into a brief, bureaucratic smile, he punctuated his decision that there was really nothing more to be said about it with a single, abrupt nod of his head. The next instant he was on his feet, moving with dispatch toward the door, where he flashed another grating smile and waited for me to come.

“I’m sorry I don’t have more time. If you would like to see Elliott, I’ll walk you over.”

We went across the parking lot to the main building. A stoop-shouldered gray-haired man in a denim shirt trimmed the shrub-bery below the first-floor windows with a pair of steel-bladed gardening shears. I raised my head and squinted into the light, looking up at the painted metal orb on the pole that stood atop the cupola. There was nothing there. The bird I had seen before had found another home.

Friedman was all business as we walked together down the broad central corridor, ignoring the few casual remarks I made as if he was too preoccupied with his own affairs to waste any more time than he had already. We got to the wire mesh screen that fenced off the area where Elliott was kept, and the doctor fumbled for his key.

“I’d like to see Elliott’s file before I leave,” I said as he slid open the gate. He stopped, both hands gripping the edge.

“That’s impossible,” he said, frowning. “Patient records are confidential. You know I can’t let you look at them.”

On the far side of the large day room, a group of patients were crowded together around a table next to a barred window. At the sound of Friedman’s voice, Elliott Winston raised his head and looked around. He seemed to stiffen and draw into himself. Taking it as a cue, the others slunk away and, watching me with curious eyes, scattered to different parts of the room. Elliott stared straight ahead, peering into the distance, his pale features as rigid as ice.

It was the same look, or should I say the same mask, he had worn the first time I had come to see him. The question, which had only just begun to form in my mind, was whether when he wore it, he was lost behind it in a world of his own; or whether he used it to make you think he was not the whole time subjecting you to a scrutiny so close you would have flinched from it had it been more obvious and direct.

We stood next to the table, Elliott staring right past us. Friedman did not seem to know quite what to do. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke Elliott’s name. When there was no response, he placed his hand on Elliott’s shoulder.

“Elliott, Mr. Antonelli is here to see you.”

Without warning Elliott rose straight up from the chair and with mechanical formality held out his hand. He did everything at right angles. There were no smooth, easy transitions from one movement to the next. It was like watching someone who had studied the manners of well-bred, elegant people, but who had never had a chance to make them his own, and turned them into an awkward parody when he tried to use them.

Excusing himself, Friedman left Elliott and me alone. On the other side of the ward, dressed all in white, the same black orderly who had been here before held a rolled-up magazine in his hand while he gazed absentmindedly at the flickering screen of a television set.

“I wasn’t told you were coming,” Elliott said as we sat down at the square wooden table. He was not wearing the tight-fitting suit and the throat-choking dress shirt and tie he had worn on my first visit. Like the other inmates, he was dressed in a white V-neck short-sleeve shirt and white drawstring trousers. I had taken the chair around the corner to his left. He settled a narrow-eyed glance on me and then looked past me. “Why are you here?”

he asked.

“Judge Jeffries—Calvin Jeffries—was murdered—”

“You told me that when you were here before,” he interjected.

His hands were on the table, one on top of the other. He switched their position, and then, abruptly, as if they moved independently and were fighting over which should be on top, did it again. “You told me that before,” he repeated, a look of impatience on his face.

“Murdered by someone in here,” I said, finishing the sentence I had begun.

We were sitting so close I could see the thin folds of skin, bunched tightly together, at the outer edge of his eye. A smile started on the side of his mouth, crossed over, and vanished on the other. “Was it me?”

“No, I’m afraid it wasn’t you.”

A second smile made the same circuit as the first. “Damn! All the luck.” His eyes seemed to taunt me, challenge me, dare me to figure out what was really going on in his mind.

“It was Jacob Whittaker. Did you know him?”

Elliott remained silent. There was nothing in his expression, nothing in his eyes, that gave me an answer to my question.

“You didn’t know him, then?” I asked, watching him closely.

“Isn’t that what I just didn’t say?” His eyes glittered at his own grammatical joke, and then turned hard. “How would I know if I knew him? I’m an inmate in an insane asylum.”

We were so close that when he spoke the air from his dead breath filled my nostrils. Placing my hand on his forearm, I moved closer still.

“That’s right, Elliott, you’re an inmate in an insane asylum.

But you’re not insane, are you? You never were. They twisted everything up—Jeffries and your wife. They pushed you as far as you could go: They made you crazy—not like the people who are supposed to be here—just enough to drive you over the edge. You had a breakdown, a nervous breakdown, but you weren’t insane.

You might not have known what you were doing when you came to my office waving that gun around, but you were not out of your mind. Remember when you were a lawyer? Remember the definition? A mental disease or defect: the inability to control your own actions, the inability to distinguish the difference between right and wrong. You weren’t insane then, and you’re not insane now.”

He slipped his arm from underneath my hand, glanced at me, an amused expression on his face, and then looked away. He shook his head and began to laugh.

“And all this time I thought I was a mental patient. I must have been—what?—insane to have thought so.” He scratched his chin and then put his finger between his teeth, gnawing at the edge of it where the skin covers the nail. Behind half-closed lids, his eyes darted from side to side.

“Do you think you’re insane, Elliott?” I asked in an even tone.

His eyes came to a rest, and he stopped chewing on his finger. After a deep breath he no longer seemed quite so agitated or distracted. A wry expression spread along his mouth.

“Dr. Friedman says it’s so. Paranoid schizophrenia: signed, sealed, delivered—a certified nut case.”

“I didn’t ask you that. I asked what you thought.” Pausing, I peered into his eyes, watching for a spark, a glimmer, some sign that he might decide to trust me. “Do you think you’re insane?”

He raised his head and looked around at the patients loung-ing in different parts of the vast white room. “Does anyone think they’re insane? It’s an interesting question, isn’t it? All of you out there think you’re sane, but does that mean all of us in here think we’re not? What difference does it make, anyway? All that counts is that you—I mean the people who put us here, the people in your world—think we aren’t—sane, that is.”

Our eyes were locked together. “Are you sure of that? Are you sure that’s what they thought when they sent you here?”

Alert and expectant, he waited for an explanation, and I wondered if he needed one.

“I read the file, Elliott: the court file, the record, such as it is, of the case, your case, the one in which you were charged with attempted murder, the one in which you entered a plea of guilty but insane. Do you remember that? Do you remember entering that plea? Do you remember anything about that day at all?”

He stared at me with a stern expression, and then turned his head and looked past me. He held himself rigidly erect, the only movement the slight rustle of his thick mustache as the breath passed out of his wide nostrils.

“Do you remember your lawyer—the one Calvin Jeffries hired for you—Asa Bartram? You told me before you didn’t know who the lawyer was who represented you. But you did know, didn’t you? He was Jeffries’s law partner; he took care of Jeffries’s business. You had to have known that, and if you knew that, you had to know that Asa never practiced criminal law in his life!”

His eyes stayed fixed in that rigid forward stare, as if he could ignore me at will. Angrily, I jumped up from the chair and wheeled around into the one directly opposite him. With all the force I could summon, I brought my arm down on the table, and pushed my face as far toward him as I could.

“Asa Bartram was not a criminal lawyer, and you knew it. Jeffries had him take the case, and you knew that, too. What else did you know? What else was going on? What did they tell you was going to happen to you?”

The harsh severity of that unforgiving stare gave way to a look of almost amused disdain. “Asa was old then; he must be ancient now. Tell me, do they still let him leave his car under that NO

PARKING sign in front of his building?”

The question was unimportant—trivial even—but whether it was a premonition, or just an instinct born of years of keeping my own counsel, I would not tell him. Besides, I was here to get answers, not give them.

“What did Jeffries tell you—that the fix was in? Did he tell you that you’d be sent here, to the hospital, and that you would be out in a few months?”

I could see Jeffries in my mind, giving assurances, making promises, and all of it with that confident sense of inevitability with which he regularly disguised his deceptions.

“Did he tell you that you didn’t have anything to worry about—

that he’d take care of everything?”

Elliott’s gaze seemed to soften and draw inward. He sank into the chair and laced his fingers together. “I always trusted Calvin Jeffries,” he said with a small, self-deprecating smile. “Even when I was in my right mind.”

That was all he was going to say about it. I asked him about the psychiatric report, the one without which he could never have been committed in the first place. He claimed not to remember anything about it.

“Do you remember the doctor?”

“No,” he said, tapping his thumbs together.

“His name?”

“No.”

“Anything about him?”

“No.”

“Where was it done?”

“I was in jail at the time.”

“Was it done there?”

“I suppose.”

“Are you sure there was one?”

He stopped what he was doing and raised his head. “You read the file.”

“Part of it is under seal.”

“Oh,” he said with a show of indifference.

“I came here to see you, Elliott, because a second judge has been murdered. Did you know about it?”

His lifted his head and twisted it a quarter turn away. “Of course I know that. After all, I’m completely sane, aren’t I? I know everything. What judge?”

“The judge who sent you here: Quincy Griswald. Remember him?”

He was watching me, waiting to see where I was going with this. Or was he perhaps testing me, seeing how far I could get without his help?

“Jeffries is murdered in the courthouse parking lot, stabbed to death by a patient who escaped from here. The police get an anonymous call telling them where they can find the killer. The killer confesses and then, that same night, smashes his brains out on the concrete floor of his jail cell.” I was leaning forward, my weight on my arms, peering deep into Elliott’s eyes. “There’s no record he ever knew Jeffries. Maybe it’s just a random act and it’s only a coincidence he spent years in this place with you.”

There was no reaction, nothing to betray what Elliott was thinking, if he was thinking anything at all.

“Then Quincy Griswald is murdered, murdered in the same place and in almost exactly the same way. Everyone thinks it’s a copycat killer, but there’s another anonymous call, and another arrest is made in the same place as the first one. Only this time they arrest the wrong man, someone who has the murder weapon because the real killer gave it to him. And the real killer, like the killer of Calvin Jeffries, is an escaped mental patient. Two murders, two killers, both of them escaped from here, and the only thing that links both the victims and the killers together is you, Elliott, just you.

“Jeffries took everything away from you, and Griswald helped him do it—that is the only thing that links them together, the only thing that supplies a motive for a double homicide. Neither killer had any connection with his victim. You’re the one who would have wanted them dead, and you’re the only one who could have put those two up to it.”

His expression did not change. He sat there, the detached observer, perfectly content to listen, as if nothing I said had anything directly to do with him. I pushed back from the table and locked my hands around my upraised knee.

“I’m not sure how you managed it, but I must tell you,” I said admiringly, “in all the years I’ve practiced law, it’s the most ingenious thing I’ve ever seen. It isn’t just a perfect crime. It’s better than that. It’s the perfect defense: You can’t be held responsible for anything. You’re insane, aren’t you? The state says so. They can’t turn around and say you’re not: You’re locked up in the hospital for the criminally insane.”

Elliott listened intently, rubbing his index finger back and forth across his lower lip. “Why would I need that defense, or any other? What crimes would I have committed?”

I thought he must have forgotten one of the most basic principles of criminal responsibility. “Solicitation carries the same penalty as the crime solicited.”

He raised his thick eyebrows. “Solicitation requires a specific request for a specific act.” I looked at him, unsure of what he meant. “Besides,” he went on, “these two killers you speak of were both escaped mental patients, correct? Then tell me: How do you go about soliciting someone insane to do anything?”

I had not thought of it, and with a flash of intuition, he saw it. He sat up and leaned forward. “Have you ever thought about how easily people are led to believe things that have no rational foundation at all—religion, for example—and not just this religion, or that religion, but all religions? Have you thought about the way some people believe the same thing is evil that other people believe is good? Or about the way some people are willing to die for what they believe, while other people think it’s lu-dicrous, unless, of course, it is for what they believe in?”

The idea seemed to ignite something inside him. His eyes grew larger, more intense, and he sat straight up, once again rigid and erect, the veins throbbing in his neck. And then it happened, the same thing that had happened when I had been here before, that terrifying, inexplicable lapse into complete irrationality.

“Everyone has to believe … grieve … weave … heave …

achieve …” He stopped, his eyes wide open, while his long lashes beat down over them, measuring the rhythm of his now silent speech. Then, as quickly as it had started, it was over. “What makes you think whoever killed Griswald was a patient here?” he asked, without any apparent awareness of what he had just been doing.

I had something else on my mind, something I wanted to leave him with. “Don’t you think it would be difficult to accomplish something so ingenious and never have anyone know about it?

Do you really think it would be enough to know that you had gotten away with a remarkable act of revenge when everyone else thought you were still either insane or the pathetic victim of someone much smarter?”

His head jerked up and his eyes narrowed. “Do you know why people seek revenge? It isn’t to even the score, or to settle things once and for all; it isn’t even to punish. It’s to do the one thing everyone claims you can never do: change the past.” His eyes flared open. “Yes, to change the past. You think that’s impossible? You think you can never change the past?” He gritted his teeth, and in three spastic bursts pulled his lips back as far as they would go. “The past is the only thing you can change. Turn away from the perspective of the present, look ahead into the future, then look back and correct what the past will be. That’s what revenge accomplishes. You can think of yourself as a victim because of what was done to you; or you can think of yourself in quite a different light because of what you did to them.”

He cocked his head, like someone catching the sound of something far off in the distance. “If I were condemned to live my life over and over again, always the same thing, forever, what do you think I would want it to be? What Jeffries did to me, or—just for the sake of argument—what I did to him?”

“Just for the sake of argument?” I asked skeptically.

“For the sake of argument, because, again, what makes you think whoever killed Judge Griswald was a patient here?”

“Because it’s the only way it could have happened.”

“Ah, the only way if I was the one who somehow persuaded two different mental patients to commit two different murders.

And tell me, my old friend, just who is this second murderer, this second patient you think I sent out into your world to extract this little measure of revenge?”

Friedman had denied that anyone after Whittaker had escaped, but I did not believe him.

“The history teacher, the one who does tricks with numbers, the one who slashed someone’s throat in Portland because he thought he was in Vietnam—the one who asks permission to go to the bathroom.”

He looked over my head, scanning the room. “You mean him?”

he asked as I turned around to see where he was looking. On the other side of the room, the patient I was certain had escaped, the one I knew had killed Quincy Griswald and given Danny the knife, the one I was sure had drowned in the river, was standing next to the orderly, waiting to be taken to the bathroom.

 

Twenty-three

_______

Idrove directly from the state hospital to the downtown bridge where I had lived for a night and a day as one of the homeless, but I could not find him. The only witness I had to the identity, and even to the very existence, of the man who had given the knife to my innocent client had disappeared, moved on to some other temporary encampment, vanished into the vast migration that, right in front of our eyes, took place every night and every day. I had been so certain, so confident that I knew who had done it and why; and now, as I sat listening to the prosecution make its opening statement, I wondered if I knew anything at all.

Cassandra Loescher was clear, precise, every word so freighted with moral outrage that you might have thought the defendant had been charged with the murder of his mother rather than the killing of someone he never knew. I had heard the same thing a hundred times before and seen it in a dozen different dreams.

Somewhere there had to be a dog-eared manual that described paragraph by paragraph what every prosecutor should say at the beginning of every homicide brought to trial. Everything followed a formula; every fact the prosecution was required to prove was fitted into place.

Dressed in a simple black dress, dark stockings, and black shoes, Loescher stood a few steps away from the jury box and, changing her tone, recited in a quiet, dignified voice the list of witnesses she intended to call and the testimony she expected each one of them to give.

“And when you’ve heard all the evidence,” she said at the end, her brown eyes glowing with confidence, “I know you’ll agree that the state has met its burden and that the guilt of John Smith has been proven beyond any reasonable doubt.”

Sitting next to me, the defendant known to the world as John Smith played with his tie. He had never worn one before and every morning when the deputy sheriff brought him into the courtroom, I tied it around his neck. Clean-shaven, with a decent haircut, he looked like a perfectly normal young man, except for the way he sometimes let his mouth hang open or rolled his head from side to side. Shy, and even terrified around strangers, he was also, I think, curious about the proceedings that were going on around him. At first he would not look up from the table, but gradually, as he became used to his surroundings, and especially the twelve faces in the jury box, he began to lift his eyes. He watched Cassandra Loescher tell the jury why he should be convicted of murder and when she finished smiled at her as if she had just said something nice.

Loescher had held the courtroom for nearly an hour, and when she sat down there was a dim, dull shuffling sound as the spectators, crowded together on the hard wood benches, shifted position. Slouched in the chair, both index fingers pressed together on my mouth, I was still trying to decide exactly what I should say when I heard the voice of the judge call my name.

“Do you wish to make an opening statement?” Judge Bingham asked.

I looked over at the jury and searched their eyes. “Yes, your honor,” I said as I got to my feet.

It had taken four days to pick a jury, and I had spent most of that time trying to convince them that they were there not to decide what had really happened the night Quincy Griswald was murdered, but whether the state had proven the guilt of the defendant beyond a reasonable doubt. I had done the same thing thousands of times before, persuading jurors to ignore their com-monsense notions about what had probably happened and to insist on facts about which there could be no dispute before they considered convicting someone of a crime. But this time was different. It was going to take more than an insistence on reasonable doubt if I was going to have any chance to win.

Standing at the end of the jury box, I put one hand on the railing and pushed the other into my suit coat pocket. This jury was like all the others. Three of its members had graduated from college, and one or two had some training beyond the twelfth grade, but most of them had ended their formal education with high school. There were no doctors, no lawyers, no business ex-ecutives, and no one who held any important public position.

Four of the twelve were retired, and of the seven women, three were grandmothers. Though it was not the fair cross section of the community it was supposed to be, it was in another way the perfect mirror of who we are. These were people who wanted to do the right thing and were willing to follow the lead of whoever seemed to know what that might be. I began with a confession.

“During voir dire, when I had the chance to ask each of you questions, we spent a lot of time talking about reasonable doubt and what it meant. Ms. Loescher kept trying to suggest that it didn’t mean you couldn’t be left with at least some doubt, and I kept trying to convince you that you better not doubt it at all before you decide to convict someone of a crime. I’ve been doing this for much of my life now, and it never changes. We keep asking these same questions, keep trying to convince you what the words ‘reasonable doubt’ mean. Do you know why I do that?”

My eyes moved along the front row, from one juror to the next, until they came to rest on a young woman, Mary Ellen Conklin, sitting with her hands folded in her lap.

“Because I learned a long time ago that the best way to win was to convince jurors that their obligation was to decide—not if the defendant was guilty—but if the state had been able to prove it … beyond that famous reasonable doubt.”

I looked away from the young mother of two and found a middle-aged Latino, Hector Picardo, in the back row.

“You’re not here to decide the truth; you’re here to decide whether what the state tells you is the truth, and not to take their word for it, either, but again, to prove it against the most stringent possible standard. I want juries that insist on that—the defendant has a right to have a jury that insists on that—and that’s why I keep asking those questions about whether you think it’s fair that the state has this incredibly difficult burden, fair that the prosecution has to prove its case and the defense doesn’t have to prove anything.”

I moved away from the railing, folded my arms across my chest, and stared down at the carpeted floor. Smiling to myself, I shook my head and then, a moment later, lifted my eyes and cast a sideways glance at the jury.

“The truth is: In most cases we couldn’t prove anything if we had to, because, you see, in most cases the defendant is guilty.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the judge suddenly look up.

“That’s the reason defense lawyers always insist so strenuously that the whole burden of proof is on the prosecution; that’s the reason why in more cases than I can remember I made certain the defendant never took the stand to testify in his own behalf.”

Cassandra Loescher was sitting on the edge of her chair, ready to make an objection as soon as she figured out what there was to which she could object.

“We have this very famous jury instruction—Judge Bingham referred to it when you were first sworn in, I spent most of my time on voir dire talking about it—you can’t convict anyone unless their guilt has been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. There is another jury instruction, one we did not talk about, but one that has to be given if the defense requests it.”

I went back to the counsel table, opened the file folder that lay next to my yellow legal pad, and pulled out a single sheet of paper.

“Here,” I said, waving it in my hand. “This is the jury instruction entitled ‘Defendant Not Testifying.’ It tells you that you may not comment on the failure of the defendant to testify, and that you may not in any way consider that fact in your deliber-ations. The judge is required to instruct you that it doesn’t mean a thing. But the truth is, it means everything. It means that the defendant has something he doesn’t want you to know. It doesn’t necessarily mean he’s guilty, it may only mean that he has done some bad things before: serious crimes, crimes reflecting dishon-esty or a penchant for violence, things that would make a jury believe that because he had done it before, it was likely he had done it again.

“There are cases like this, where the defendant doesn’t testify because, though he is innocent of this crime, he has the kind of criminal record that will make it almost impossible for anyone to believe he’s telling the truth. But more often than not, when the defendant doesn’t testify, it’s because the defendant is guilty. The defendant did it, and because a lawyer cannot put someone on the stand he knows will commit perjury, and because the only truthful testimony the defendant can give is to confess to the crime, he doesn’t testify at all. And then the jury is given this instruction,” I said, lifting the single sheet of paper shoulder high before I let my hand fall down to my side. “No one can make the guilty testify against themselves,” I went on, darting a glance at Cassandra Loescher. “And no one can stop the innocent from testifying about what they know.”

She was out of the chair, raising her hand to attract the judge’s attention. “Objection, your honor,” she said without raising her voice beyond what was necessary to make herself heard. She was smart. It was too early in the game to show anger.

His hands clasped together under his chin, Bingham smiled politely. “Yes?”

“Instead of providing a preview of what he expects the evidence to show, Mr. Antonelli is attempting to characterize the credibility of the defendant.”

He turned to me, the same civil smile on his face.

“I believe, your honor, that the jury is entitled to know the circumstances under which a witness is going to testify. For example, when an expert witness testifies, the qualifications of that expert—”

“Are elicited during the examination of the witness,” Loescher interjected. “But he isn’t talking about the qualifications of an expert in any event, your honor. He’s attempting to bolster the credibility of a witness by invoking a jury instruction which, it seems obvious, has no application to this case.”

That was exactly what I was trying to do, and we both knew it was too late to stop it. What she was trying to do instead was to let the jury know that I was not playing by the rules, and to let the judge know that even during an opening statement she was going to insist that the rules be enforced. She was no one’s fool, and she would have been astonished had she known how grateful I was that she was not.

Bingham had heard enough. “Perhaps discussion of jury instructions should be left to closing argument,” he said in that civil way of his that made every decision sound like a helpful suggestion.

I had not moved from the place where I had been standing when Loescher made her objection. Now I stepped forward, moving closer to the jury, and picked up where I had left off.

“The defendant in this case is going to testify, and he’s going to tell you what he knows; though about all he knows is that he did not kill Quincy Griswald and that he has never harmed anyone in his life. He was living under the bridge—a bridge some of you may drive over every day to work—one of the homeless who wander around the city, picking up trash, things that other people throw away, things they can wear, things they can use, things they can trade for a little money or a little food. He was living under the bridge, homeless and alone, and someone gave him a knife—the knife that killed Quincy Griswald—and he took the knife and he kept it, and when the police came he told them it was his and he told them how he got it.” I shrugged my shoulders. “They didn’t believe him. Why should they? He was right where an anonymous caller had told them they would find the killer; he had the knife; and—let’s be perfectly straight about this—they thought he was crazy.”

I paused and, with both hands on the railing, leaned forward and searched the eyes of the jurors.

“When you hear him testify, you’re going to think the same thing. He talks funny. His speech isn’t always clear. Some of the words seem to take forever. He rolls his eyes and his mouth sometimes sags at the corner. I have even seen him drool a little.”

I spun away and looked across at where he sat, watching me, his head tilted back, his mouth hanging half open, an eager, trusting expression in his pale eyes.

“But kill somebody?” I asked, turning back to the jury. “No, that’s the last thing you’re going to think him capable of. Not after you hear the things he was put through; not after you hear the scandalous, heart-wrenching tale of physical torture and sexual abuse to which he was subjected from the time he was an infant, an unwanted child no one, not even his mother, cared anything about or did anything to protect. No one ever did anything for him: They did not send him to school; they did not even give him an identity. There is no record of his birth; there is no record of him at all. He does not exist. He does not have a name.”

I glanced at him over my shoulder and then looked back. “John Smith? That’s the name he was given by the police when they arrested him and charged him with murder and discovered there was no record of his fingerprints. His real name is Danny. If he ever had a last name, Danny doesn’t remember it, and because there was never any record made of it, he’ll never know it. For all intents and purposes, Danny was born an orphan. It might have been better if he had never been born at all. No,” I said, changing my mind, “it would have been better if the people who did these things to him had never been born.”

Clinically and without emotion, I described a few of the things that had been done: the way he had been chained to his bed, the way his body had been covered with welts and burned with cigarettes.

“The prosecution will insist that these terrible things turned him into an animal without a conscience, someone who could kill without a reason. You can judge for yourself when you listen to him testify whether he is the vicious killer they claim, or one of the most harmless human beings you have ever seen.”

Shoving my hands into my pants pockets, I began to pace back and forth in front of the jury box. Then, frowning, I stopped and looked up.

“They charged him with one murder. It doesn’t make sense.

They should have charged him with two.”

The silence was complete; there was not a sound in the courtroom. It was as if everyone was holding his breath, waiting to hear what came next.

“The defendant is charged with the murder of Quincy Griswald, but whoever killed Quincy Griswald killed once before. There were two murders, not one; two circuit court judges have been killed, not one. In nearly a hundred fifty years, no one has ever murdered a sitting judge, and now, in the space of just a few months, we have had two judges killed, and killed in exactly the same way. Calvin Jeffries, the presiding circuit court judge, was stabbed to death in the structure behind the courthouse where he parked his car. Quincy Griswald, who became the presiding circuit court judge when Jeffries died, was stabbed to death in the very same place. The defendant has been charged with the one, but not the other. Why? Because they know he did not have anything to do with the murder of Calvin Jeffries. But let me repeat again: Whoever is responsible for the death of Calvin Jeffries is responsible for the death of Quincy Griswald. John Smith—

Danny—did not kill Calvin Jeffries, and he did not kill Quincy Griswald.”

I moved to the end of the jury box, next to the witness stand, and looked out over the packed courtroom, every eye on me, every face a study in concentration. In the very back, in the last row, Jennifer was watching, serious, intent, following every word.

“You remember the murder of Calvin Jeffries,” I said, looking back at the jury. “It was all we read about, all we talked about.

Everybody from the governor on down seemed to get involved in that case. Whatever the police did, it was never enough. We demanded results; we demanded an arrest; we demanded that the killer be brought to justice.”

I stood still and stared across the counsel table to where Cassandra Loescher was taking notes. When I stopped talking, she raised her head, catching my gaze in her own.

“They never caught the person responsible for the murder of Calvin Jeffries; the police don’t know who the killer is; the district attorney’s office doesn’t know who he is.”

It took a moment before she realized what I was doing, and even then she could not quite believe it.

“Your honor,” she said, as she sprang to her feet. “May counsel approach?”

I pretended outrage. “Your honor, this is the second time the prosecution has interrupted my opening statement. I didn’t do that to Ms. Loescher—no matter what I thought of what she was saying!”

Bingham did not say a word. Instead, he gestured with his hand that he wanted a private conversation. He got up from his chair and stepped down on the side of the bench farthest from the jury.

“What is your objection, Ms. Loescher?” he asked. As always his tone was civil, but he could not completely disguise his irritation. He liked things to move smoothly, and already he could sense signs of trouble to come.

“He’s making a patently false statement,” Loescher insisted. “He knows as well as I do that what he said isn’t true. The police made an arrest in the Jeffries case. The killer confessed. And it’s more than that, your honor,” she whispered forcefully. “He’s trying to bring in the Jeffries case just to confuse the jury. That case doesn’t have anything to do with this one.”

Staring down at the floor as he listened, Bingham pinched the middle of his upper lip between his forefinger and thumb. When she was finished, he looked at me.

“I’m allowed to offer my own theory of the case, your honor—

any theory that explains the facts of the case. Ms. Loescher should listen more carefully: I didn’t say the police did not make an arrest, I said they never caught the person responsible.” We were standing inches apart. I shifted my gaze and looked directly at her. “If you think they did—”

She was livid. She stared at the judge, who was again looking down at his shoes. “He knows I don’t have a chance to offer rebuttal to his opening.”

“Of course you do,” I interjected. “It’s called closing argument.”

Bingham raised his head. “The defense has a right to offer an alternative theory. The prosecution has a right to offer any relevant evidence which contradicts that theory.” He looked at me, then looked at her. “You’re both fine attorneys. You’ve both done very well to this point.” With a brief nod and an even briefer smile, he added, “Let’s not let that change.” It was as stern a warning as he knew how to give.

Loescher went back to her chair, and Bingham went back to the bench. “Mr. Antonelli,” he said as he settled into place,

“would you please continue.”

I nodded at the judge and turned to the jury. “First Calvin Jeffries was murdered, then Quincy Griswald. Both of them were killed in the same way and both of them were killed in the same place. But why were they killed at all? And who would have had a reason to kill them both, not just Calvin Jeffries, but Quincy Griswald as well?”

With one hand on my hip, I rubbed the back of my neck.

“That’s the great difficulty in this case: trying to understand why anyone would want to kill Quincy Griswald. Everyone who ever knew him could understand why someone would want Calvin Jeffries dead: He was one of the worst people who ever lived.”

It was instinct, pure and simple. If there had been time to think about it, she might have let it go. Whether it was her own sense of decency, or her belief about what the rules did and did not allow, Cassandra Loescher, acting on impulse, jumped to her feet.

“Objection, your honor.”

This time he agreed with her. “Mr. Antonelli …”

Wheeling around, I glared defiance. “The character of Calvin Jeffries supplies the motive not only for his murder, but for the murder of the victim in this case. Everything I say about the late Judge Jeffries will be proven by the testimony of witnesses, your honor, witnesses the defense fully intends to call.”

Pursing his lips, he tapped his fingers together. “Very well,” he said presently. “But try to keep this within reasonable bounds.”

It struck me as gratuitous, and I turned back to the jury, an incongruous smile on my face, amused at how angry it had made me. I respected Bingham as much as anyone on the bench, but he was as much a prisoner of convention as anyone else. We were not supposed to speak ill of the dead.

“I spoke ill of Judge Jeffries when he was alive,” I explained to the jury. “I spoke ill of him to his face. He threw me in jail once because I told him during a trial exactly what I thought of him. I should probably not have done that. I may even have deserved what he did to me because of it. But whether I did or not, what Calvin Jeffries did to me was nothing compared to what he later did to someone I knew, someone I liked, someone I thought would eventually become one of the finest lawyers in the city.

His name was Elliott Winston, and what Calvin Jeffries did to him was worse than murder.

“The law is the collective wisdom of the community, the attempt to live in accordance with the rules of reason, the effort to control our impulses and conduct ourselves as civilized human beings. No one carries a higher burden of responsibility than those men and women who put on black robes and apply the law without fear or favor to the people who come before them for judgment. It would be impossible to think of anyone who came to the bench with greater ability, or with a more brilliant mind, than Calvin Jeffries; and it would be impossible to think of anyone who less deserved to be called honorable. Calvin Jeffries was a disgrace. He cared nothing about the law; he cared nothing about justice. He cared only about power and how he could use it to get what he wanted. And what he wanted, ladies and gentlemen, wanted more than anything else, was the wife—and not just the wife—of Elliott Winston.

“Elliott was young, and bright, and hardworking and ambitious, with a wife he loved and two children he adored. He met Calvin Jeffries and was flattered at the attention he received. He became one of the judge’s few friends, someone to whom Jeffries talked about the law, someone Jeffries wanted—or claimed he wanted—

to help. Elliott trusted him completely, and he had no reason to doubt him when Jeffries told him things—things that were not true—about his wife. Elliott began to suspect his wife of infidelity, but it never occurred to him that she was being unfaithful with the man he revered, this man without children who treated him like a son.

“They worked on him, the two of them, his trusted friend and his trusted wife. They fed his suspicions, twisted his mind with false rumors and terrible lies until they drove him over the edge.

Elliott was charged with attempted murder and was sent away, and while he was away, his wife divorced him and married the judge; and then the two of them together had him declared an unfit parent so the good Judge Jeffries could adopt Elliott’s children and call them his own.”

I put my hand on the railing and leaned closer to the jury.

“And what does this have to do with John Smith, now on trial for murder? The judge who, acting on instructions from Calvin Jeffries, made certain Elliott Winston would be put in a place where he could not interfere with anything his former friend and former wife wanted to do, was Quincy Griswald.”

I looked from one end of the jury box to the other. “Who do you think wanted both Calvin Jeffries and Quincy Griswald dead?

Who do you think had a motive to kill them both? There is only one answer to that question, and it isn’t John Smith,” I said, shaking my head as I turned away and walked to the counsel table.

It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon when I finished, and Judge Bingham decided to wait until morning before the first witness was called for the prosecution. The jury filed out of the courtroom and as the spectators behind us crowded into the aisle and shuffled a step at a time out the double-doors at the back, Cassandra Loescher waited patiently until it was quiet enough for the judge to hear.

“Yes,” he said, a pleasant, if formal, smile on his face.

“Could we meet in chambers, your honor?” she asked, including me in her glance. “I have a matter for the court.”

Judge Bingham’s chambers consisted of a single narrow room.

Two large windows took up most of the space on the wall behind his blond wood desk. There were no curtains and the venetian blinds were pulled all the way up. Light-colored bookshelves held the full collection of all the state court cases that had been the subject of an appellate opinion. On the opposite wall, next to the door that led to the clerk’s office, a small, three-shelf credenza held a picture of his wife and pictures of the young families of his grown children. On the bottom shelf, out of view in the corner, was a tarnished bronze statue of a tennis player, racket raised overhead, a trophy from some long-forgotten country club tournament. In the corner behind his desk, where he could reach it without getting up, was a pewter-colored putter. Old and often used, the tape around the handle had begun to unravel.

Bingham removed his robe, hung it carefully on a hook behind the door, and put on his suit coat. He was not five foot nine, but he was of slight build, trim and fit, with a spring to his step, and looked taller. His hair was short and brushed close to his scalp. His face and hands had a clean, scrubbed look, and his teeth were straight and white. He was one of those people who could have slept in his suit and still looked neat and pressed the next morning.

He sat down and pulled first one and then the other shirt cuff into its proper position below his suit coat sleeve. He looked at Loescher and raised his eyebrows, waiting for what she had to say. Then, suddenly, he glanced across at me.

“Congratulations,” he said with a slight inclination of his smooth forehead. “I only just heard about it.” He turned to Loescher. “Mr. Antonelli is engaged to be married,” he explained.

“When is the wedding?” the judge asked pleasantly.

“In a few weeks,” I replied. “As soon as the trial is over.”

We barely knew each other, but Cassandra Loescher put her hand on my arm and with a huge grin immediately added her congratulations. Then, almost in the same breath, she went back to the business of trying to destroy me.

“Your honor,” she said, the outlines of a smile still traceable on her mouth, “Mr. Antonelli has raised some issues during his opening statement that, quite frankly, the state did not anticipate. For that reason, we find it necessary to ask leave to amend our witness list. Specifically, I want permission to call someone from the police department to testify regarding the results of their investigation into the murder of Judge Jeffries.” She paused, and sat back in her chair. “We didn’t intend to do this, your honor.

It will certainly lengthen the time required to try this case. But after what happened in there today, I don’t see that we have any choice.”

Bingham nodded, and then turned to me. “I’m prepared to agree with that—unless you want to try and convince me otherwise.”

“Who are you going to call?” I asked her.

She shrugged her shoulders. “One of the lead investigators. I don’t know which one yet.”

“It’s fine with me, your honor,” I said, trying to sound as indifferent as I could.

He looked at Loescher, then he looked at me. “Well,” he said, standing up, “it seems like we’re going to have an interesting few weeks.”







The courtroom was empty. Danny had been taken back to his cell. I gathered up the notepads and the documents scattered over the table and slipped them into my briefcase. Gingerly, I lifted it up, hoping the restitched leather handle would hold. In the hallway outside, Howard Flynn was leaning against the wall, reading a section of the paper. When he saw me, he folded it up, shoved it into his coat pocket, and walked beside me toward the elevator.

“That was quite a performance. You think you can prove Elliott committed both murders?”

“Prove it? Of course not! All I want to do is get them to think he might have done it. Prove it? I wouldn’t know where to start.”

We rode the elevator to the first floor. As we went around the area where everyone who entered passed through metal detectors, a scuffle broke out. A gaunt, broad-shouldered man, with long dirty hair and a scraggly beard, dressed in the filthy clothes of the homeless, flailed away with his arm as two uniformed officers wrestled him to the ground.

“Let me in, let me in,” he shouted hysterically, as they locked his arms together behind his back and managed to handcuff his wrists.

Outside, at the bottom of the courthouse steps, a grocery cart loaded with plastic bags and metal junk was lying on its side, the wheels still spinning. Someone said he had tried to get in, had been thrown out, and had then come crashing back through the door. No one seemed to know why. Flynn and I exchanged a look.

“Nothing,” he said, twisting his mouth around. “Just a crazy.”

I nodded halfheartedly. “Are you going to a meeting tonight?”

I asked as we walked away.

“Yeah,” he replied. A sly grin spread over his face. “Unless you’d rather go out and get drunk.”

“Will Stewart be there?”

“He always is.”

“You going to be at the bar afterward?”

“We always are.” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye.

“You going to be there?”

“You never know. I might.”

 

Twenty-four

_______

Jennifer was waiting for me when I got back to the office. Sitting in the chair opposite my desk, staring out the window, she did not hear me when I came in. I could see her lips barely moving, like the silent motions of a child beginning to grasp the meaning of an unfamiliar word. In the still half-light of the room I bent down and kissed her forehead just below the line made by the sweep of her soft fine hair. Her eyes stayed where they were, concentrating on something only she could see. Her mouth stopped moving, and she took my hand and pressed it against her cheek.

“Where’s Helen?” I asked as I dropped my briefcase on top of the desk and fell into my chair. Exhausted, I put my hands behind my neck and slouched farther down.

Jennifer gave me a quizzical look, and then, as if she had only just understood, nodded quickly. “She had to run an errand. She’ll be back in a minute. I answered the phone while she was gone,”

she said, her voice becoming more lively. She leaned forward, resting her hands on a large package she held in her lap. “Law offices of Joseph Antonelli,” she said with marked formality. Alert and playful, she lifted her head. “Law offices of the soon to be married Joseph Antonelli,” she said with a sly grin. “That was for anyone who called who was female and sounded young.”

She was about to say something else, something she was already laughing about, when her hand shot to her temple, her eyes slammed shut, and a violent tremor shook her head. Before I had time to react, she raised her hand, forced a feeble smile, and carefully opened her eyes.

“I’m all right,” she insisted. “It’s just a headache. I get them once in a while,” she explained. “It’s okay now.” She bit on her lip and her eyes opened wide, sorry she had made me worry.

“I bought you a present,” she exclaimed excitedly, as if she had only just now remembered. She removed a gift-wrapped box from the large package she had been holding on her lap and handed it to me. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said as she watched me struggle with the ribbon. Her voice was quiet and subdued, but throbbing underneath it was the eager certainty that she had done exactly the right thing.

I think I knew what it was before I opened it, but I did not know how much it was going to mean to me until I saw it: a gleaming leather attache case, my name inscribed on a small brass plate below the handle.

“I know you’ve had the other one a long time, but I thought …”

Her voice started to fade into the vast obscurity of what might have been, but then she remembered—we both remembered—

that nothing was going to make us regret our second chance.

We had an early dinner in town and when we got home she curled up with a book while I tried to outline the story I would attempt to tell through the state’s own witnesses. The prosecution’s case was entirely circumstantial, but if left unchallenged completely convincing. There would be testimony from the woman who first found the body, the two security guards she brought to the scene, the first police officer who arrived and took charge of the initial investigation, all of them describing what they saw and what they did. The coroner would testify that he had examined the body and determined that death had been caused by one or more wounds from a sharp instrument. Another police officer would tell the jury that the defendant had been found holding a knife that still had on it visible traces of blood.

An expert on DNA would be called first to explain the procedure by which the blood on the knife was matched to the blood of the victim, and then with various charts and graphs calculate the nearly infinitesimal chance that it might have belonged to someone else.

“Do you remember T. E. Lawrence?” I asked Jennifer, stretched out on the sofa on the other side of the library, engrossed in a paperback novel.  “Seven Pillars of Wisdom.” 

She put the book down on her stomach and turned her head.

“I remember T. S. Eliot.  Murder in the Cathedral. “

“No, T. E. Lawrence, Lawrence of Arabia.”

“I saw the movie. Why? Are you thinking of running away to the desert?”

“You know how you do something for a long time without quite knowing why, and then, all of a sudden, you finally figure it out?

There are supposed to be two rules of cross-examination: Don’t do it unless you have to, and never ask a question unless you already know the answer. I almost never follow the first and I frequently break the second. Years ago, I read  Seven Pillars of Wisdom—it’s a beautiful book, beautifully written—and I learned something I never forgot: The way to win is to turn the greatest strength of the opposition into its greatest weakness. The greatest strength of the Turkish army was a string of fortresses from which it controlled the Arab tribes. Lawrence went around blowing up railroad tracks and as many trains as he could. Then, while the Turks concentrated on how to keep open their supply lines, Lawrence and his Arab irregulars simply left them alone, prisoners in their own fortresses, and marched around them. It’s the same thing on cross-examination: Let the other side concentrate on making the strength of their case stronger still, and while they’re doing that, attack them in a way they haven’t had time to think about.”

Jennifer swung her legs over the side of the sofa and sat up.

With her elbows on her knees she rested her chin on the heel of her hand.

“Do you work this hard on all your cases? You work past midnight every night and you’re up every morning before six.”

I closed the thick case file and shoved it to the side. “I’m worried about this case. I know the kid didn’t do it. I can’t afford to lose, and I’ve already made one mistake: I didn’t bring in that homeless man, kept him safe somewhere, so I could produce him at trial and he could testify he saw someone give Danny the knife.

I may have made another one today. The jury expects me to back up what I said about the same person being responsible for the death of both Jeffries and Griswald.”

“And you don’t think you can?”

“A lot depends on what I can do with Elliott.” As I said it, I suddenly realized that it was really the other way around. “Or, rather, on what Elliott decides he wants to do with me.”

Glancing at the clock, I remembered where I had to be. “I have to meet Flynn,” I explained as I got to my feet.

I was in the hallway, throwing on my jacket, when I thought of it. “What did you say when I asked you about Lawrence?” The paperback dangling from her hand, Jennifer was leaning against the door to the library. “The T. S. Eliot book.  Murder in the Cathedral?”

“Yes. Did you read it, too?”

“A long time ago,” I said as I kissed her on my way out the door. Before it shut behind me, I leaned my head inside. “I promise I won’t be late,” I said with a mocking smile, meant to signal my abject surrender to married life and all its mundane formalities.

“I’ll wait up,” she replied with a smile of her own.

It was raining hard outside and I could barely see as I drove toward town. Water rushed through the gutters on the side of the street and splashed over the hood of the car at each low spot in the road. The lights of the city streaked the windshield with a multicolor blur, and the few pedestrians I could see on the sidewalks when I stopped at an intersection were vague black shadows that quickly vanished from view. The steady muffled drum-beat of the windshield wipers was the only sound I heard, that and the lonely, desolate noise of wave after wave of falling rain, sweeping down from the overburdened sky, as if it was the beginning of the rain that would fall forever until there was nothing left but water, endless water everywhere.

I parked down the street from the bar and bent the umbrella into the wind, holding my jacket close to my throat with my other hand as I struggled forward, a few steps at a time. Under the neon sign in front of the bar, I closed the umbrella and shook it out and tried to wipe my face dry with the back of my sleeve.

Huddled on the pavement against the brick wall, a baseball cap shoved low on his forehead, a drunk rocked back and forth without any apparent awareness that it was raining, or even that it was night instead of day.

Inside, an old man with wrinkled hands and a solitary stare sat at the far end of the bar. A woman in her forties with black lacquered hair and dark red fingernails locked her high heel shoes on the bottom rung of the leather stool around the corner toward the middle. She watched in the mirror behind the bar while I made my way through the dim yellowish light toward the booth in the rear. The billiard balls were racked in the wooden trian-gle on the pool table, ready for anyone who wanted to play. Tired and bored, the bartender raised his eyes from a glass he was rubbing with a towel.

“A beer,” I said over my shoulder as I slid into the booth next to Flynn.

They were slouched forward, nursing their coffee, Flynn and Stewart, grinning cynically while they watched each other through world-weary eyes.

“Guy comes into a bar and orders booze,” Flynn said to Stewart. Then he looked at me and asked, “What kind of place do you think this is?”

My face was still wet and my shirt collar was soaked. Water ran down my neck.

“I get here too late to watch you throw somebody into a wall?”

He shook his head and shrugged. “It’s still early.”

The bartender brought a bottle of beer and a small, dirty glass.

I took a short swig on the bottle, then put it down and looked at Stewart.

“I need a favor. I need you to testify.” When he made no response, I reminded him what he had offered before. “You said if I did this, you’d help.”

He remembered, and he had no intention of going back on his word. “But what can I testify to? I wasn’t part of the investigation. I sat in when they questioned him because, like I told you before, I thought there might be some connection between the two murders.”

“That’s what I told the jury today: that there is a connection between the two murders, and that the same person responsible for the death of Jeffries is responsible for the death of Griswald.”

“Howard was telling me about that. How are you going to prove it?” he asked.

“I don’t have to prove it, I just have to show that it’s possible,” I replied, impatient to get back to my point. “I told them that the police didn’t know who killed Jeffries and neither did the district attorney. Now Loescher has to bring in a witness to tell the jury that the police found the man who murdered Jeffries and that he confessed. She’s going to call one of the lead investigators. It has to be you. I don’t want you to testify for the defense; I want you to testify for the prosecution.”

All his training, all his experience, everything he knew had taught him never to trust anything a defense lawyer said. His head snapped up and an ominous look came into his eyes. “Look,”

he warned, “if you think I’m going to—”

“Lie? I don’t want you to lie,” I insisted, as I bent forward and grabbed his arm. “I want you to tell the truth. You know: the truth, the whole truth, nothing but the truth.”

“All right,” he said, mollified, “but what difference does it make if it’s me or one of the other people who headed up the investigation?”

I let go of his arm and sank against the wooden back of the booth. “All the difference in the world,” I said after I took another drink from the brown beer bottle. “The question is: Can you arrange it so you’re the one the prosecution calls?”

He thought about it for a moment, his head moving from side to side. “Yeah,” he said finally. “There were three of us. I’ll make sure I’m the only one available.” He looked down at his hands, and then looked up at me. “Just so long as you understand: I’ll answer any question they ask and I’ll answer every one of them as truthfully as I know how.”

“And I expect you to answer the questions I ask exactly the same way.”

I took one more drink and then held the bottle in front of me, examining the label, before I put it down. “I’d love to stay here and drink great liquor and chase beautiful women,” I said, nodding toward the woman at the bar with the red lipstick smeared across her mouth. “But I have to get home.”

As I slid out of the booth, Flynn glanced at Stewart. “I didn’t think it would ever happen, but Antonelli got himself engaged to be married.”

I knew him scarcely better than I knew Cassandra Loescher, but just like her, he seemed genuinely pleased. “That’s wonderful,” he said as he stood up and shook my hand. “Congratulations.”

I left them alone to finish their coffee and continue that long conversation, made up mainly of a companionable silence, by which they every night gave each other the encouragement to get through just one more day without a drink.

The wind that had lashed my face had stopped, and the rain, still heavy, fell straight down, surrounding the senses with a dull endless roar. The drunk on the sidewalk had fallen on his side, an empty pint of whiskey protruding from his coat pocket. I hesitated, then reached down and dragged him by the collar into the doorway under the neon sign. His eyes opened, and he looked at me, and then his head swung down onto his chest, and with water dripping off his cap and onto his face he started to snore.

I drove along the deserted streets and across the Morrison Street Bridge, wondering who was living under it tonight and where they went when they left, moving from one place to another, searching, I suppose, like the rest of us for something a little better, and finding, more often than not, something worse. A sense of the futility of it all started to close in on me. I picked up the car phone and called home, but when Jennifer did not answer by the third ring, I hung up, certain she had fallen asleep.







I was out of the city, driving along the tree-lined shore of the river, a few lights twinkling through the darkness. The rain began to let up, replaced by a murky gray drizzle. The headlights of a car appeared out of nowhere and a wave of water crashed against the windshield as it sped by. Then, as I left the river behind and followed the narrow lane that twisted through the hills and tun-neled under the trees, everything was covered with the still, black solitude of a starless night.

I came around the corner, anxious to get home, and thought at first I was having the first real hallucination of my life. At the top of the knoll, at the end of the gated drive, the house looked like it had been set on fire. Every light in every room, upstairs, downstairs, must have been turned on. Then, as I tried to convince myself I was seeing things, I heard it, sweeping down across the dancing shadows on the rolling green grass lawn, the hard-beating, pulse-pounding music of a jazz piano player, his fingers flying, crashing, on the keys. When I reached the door, the music was deafening, and when I got inside I had to hold my hands over my ears.

Barefoot, wearing only a pink nightgown, Jennifer was pushing the vacuum cleaner across the living room rug, her head bobbing up and down in time with the music. I dashed to the CD

player and turned it off. The noise of the vacuum cleaner filled the room and at first Jennifer did not seem to notice the difference. Then, she pulled up straight and looked around. A huge smile flashed on her face when she saw me standing there watching her. She switched off the vacuum cleaner.

“I thought I’d do a little housework while you were gone,” she explained, holding the black cord in her hand as if she meant to continue. “I cleaned the bathroom; I cleaned the kitchen; and after I vacuum in here …” she said, looking past me toward the dining room.

“It’s a little late to be doing this, isn’t it?” I asked as gently as I could. I took the cord out of her hand and hung it over the handle. “Why don’t we go to bed now.”

Her eyes were wild with a kind of eager excitement, as if there was something she could not wait to tell me. She put her hand on the side of my face and then reached around my neck and rose up on her toes. “I’m so happy,” she whispered in my ear. “I’m so glad we found each other again. I’ve never felt this good in my life.” She let go of my neck and took hold of my hand. “Come on,” she said, as she led me toward the stairs. “Let’s go to bed.

“Carry me,” she said as we got to the top of the stairs. “Make love to me,” she said when we got to the bedroom door.

We tumbled down on the bed together, pulling and tearing at each other’s clothes, and lost all separate sense of ourselves in the white-hot act of love. At the end, when there was nothing left of me, I collapsed in her warm, smooth arms and staring into the darkness drifted into a wordless dream that had neither a beginning nor an end.

I woke up with a start and thought I had overslept, but it was still dark. Pulling the covers over my shoulder, I turned on my side and reached out to put my arm around Jennifer. She was too far away, and I moved closer and reached again. My hand fell across her pillow and then down across the sheet. She was not there.

I found her downstairs in the library, her legs tucked under her, curled up at the same end of the sofa, reading the same paperback novel she had been reading before. As soon as she heard me, she jumped to her feet.

“What time is it?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

She was wide awake. “A little after three. I’m sorry. Did I wake you up? I tried to be quiet.”

I cinched tighter the terry cloth robe and squinted at the clock on the fireplace mantel to see if it was really the middle of the night.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said as she took my hand in both of hers.

For some reason, it struck me funny. “You couldn’t sleep? After what we did? I slept like a dead man. When I woke up and it was all dark I thought at first I must have slept straight through the day.”

We sat down next to each other on the sofa. An empty cup with a damp tea bag on the saucer was on the coffee table.

“Did you sleep at all?”

She was sitting on the edge of the sofa, wearing a blue silk robe, her hands in her lap. Her eyes darted around the room, staring first at one thing, then another. Her mouth twitched nervously at the corners and she started to rub her hands, stroking each finger in turn, over and over again.

“How long has this been going on?” I asked, suddenly alarmed.

“You’re not getting any sleep at all, are you?”

Biting on her lip, she grabbed my hand. “I’m all right,” she insisted. Peering into my eyes, she tried to convince me it was true, but before she could say anything, she started to cry.

I tried to comfort her as best I could. “Everything is going to be all right. Nothing is going to happen to you,” I promised.

She held me as tight as she could, her body tense and trembling, gasping for breath between her sobs. After a while her fingers loosened their grip around my neck and, laying her head on my shoulder, she started to breathe normally.

“Sorry,” she said as she sat up and wiped away a tear. “I don’t know why I did that. I feel fine, just fine.”

“You don’t have to lie to me about this,” I told her. “There’s something wrong, and we have to deal with it. You need to see a doctor.”

I helped her up, and with my arm around her waist we climbed the stairs and went back to bed. She lay with her arm across my chest and her face next to my neck, and until the first rose-colored light of morning I held her while she slept, listening to her soft, peaceful breath, and never once closed my eyes.

Jennifer drove me to the courthouse a little before nine under a seamless blue sky. The streets in the city were jammed with cars and the sidewalks were crowded with brisk-walking men and women hurrying to work. The air was crisp and clean, filled with the sunlit smell of summer, and Mt. Hood, miles away, seemed to be just the other side of the river.

She passed the courthouse, turned the corner, and pulled over next to the park. Whatever had happened to her during the night had to have been an aberration brought on by sheer exhaustion.

She was fine now; there was nothing wrong. She looked at me with that same mischievous self-confident sparkle in her eyes as she leaned back against the door, waiting for me to reach over and kiss her goodbye.

“You’ll see the doctor today?” I reminded her as I started to get out.

She dismissed it as unimportant, but finally promised that she would. I stood watching her drive off, and found myself wondering if she really would. It was the first time she had ever told me anything I did not quite believe.

 

Twenty-five

_______

The sound of his name still echoing in the hushed stillness of the crowded courtroom, Morris Bingham stepped quickly to the bench. Always pleasant, always polite, he glanced at me, and then at Cassandra Loescher. Neither the defense nor the prosecution had anything to bring before the court. A brief nod told his clerk she could bring in the jury.

While we waited, I turned to Danny and admired the way he looked, all dressed up in a dark blue suit and tie. “You’re looking very sharp today, Danny,” I assured him.

He sat with his shoulders hunched forward and his hands plunged between his legs. He looked at me with a bashful smile and took a deep breath. “Thank you,” he said, letting it out.

Under the watchful gaze of several hundred strangers, the jury came in, wearing solemn faces and a dignified air, twelve normal people who seemed to have no hesitation about deciding whether someone else would live or die. Some of them stood waiting while the others squeezed past them to get to their places in the jury box. I looked down at the table and ran the palm of my hand over the smooth leather surface of the attache case Jennifer had given me.

“It’s very nice,” said a voice on my right. “It looks brand-new,”

Cassandra Loescher said. She leaned closer. “I’ll bet I know who got it for you.”

The jury was seated and Bingham greeted them by reminding them where we had left off and what was coming next.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Yesterday, we finished with the opening statements. Let me remind you again that what the attorneys say in their opening statements is not evidence of anything. The only evidence you are to consider is evidence introduced by the testimony of witnesses. This morning, the prosecution will begin its case by calling its first witness. Ms. Loescher, who is the prosecutor in this case, will examine each witness she calls by asking that witness specific questions. This is called direct examination. When she has finished asking questions of her witness, Mr. Antonelli, the attorney for the defense, may, if he wishes, ask questions of his own. This is called cross-examination.

At the end of the prosecution’s case, the defense will have an opportunity to call witnesses of its own. The defense will then ask questions first and the prosecution will be allowed to cross-examine.”

Pausing, he tilted his smallish round head slightly to the side in the attitude of someone about to impart something of particular importance.

“There will be a time—and you witnessed several occasions during opening statements—when an objection will be made either to a question that is asked or an answer that is given. These objections raise issues of law, issues which it is my responsibility to decide. Sometimes you will hear me sustain an objection; sometimes you will hear me overrule an objection. You should not assume that these rulings mean that I have in any way formed an opinion about the merits of this case one way or the other. You certainly must not assume that I have any feelings either of an-imosity or partiality toward either of the lawyers. Just because I disagree with an argument made by one lawyer or the other does not mean that I think he or she has the weaker case.”

He let them consider the meaning of what he had said while he arranged some papers he had brought with him. “Ms. Loescher,”

he asked, looking up, “is the prosecution ready to begin?”

She was wearing a blue print dress. Her hair was pulled up from behind her neck and stacked on top of her head. “Yes, your honor,” she said as she rose straight up from her chair.

“You may call your first witness.”

She turned her head toward the door at the back of the courtroom. “The prosecution calls Sharon Arnold.”

In her early thirties, with long black hair and dark, flirtatious eyes, the first witness had worked as Quincy Griswald’s judicial assistant for a little over four years. She had found his body in the parking structure, slumped against his car.

“How did you happen to be in the parking structure at that particular time?” Loescher asked in a calm, steady voice.

One leg crossed over the other, Sharon Arnold waited until Loescher’s eyes left the jury and came around to her. “I didn’t have my car that day. I left it at the dealer’s that morning for servicing. Judge Griswald was giving me a ride.”

With her hand on the railing of the jury box, Loescher tried to fill in the gap. “Were you going to meet him at his car?”

The question was met with a blank look. Then, when she realized what she had left out, she went on as if she had not forgotten a thing. “We left the office together, but when we reached the door to the outside, he asked me if I’d go back and get something he wanted to work on that night at home.”

Quincy Griswald had not been the only judge to depend on his clerk to keep track of where everything was and to make certain everything was done on time. The clerks ran the courthouse, and after enough years doing it some of them knew more about the law than did the judges for whom they worked. It made sense that Griswald would ask her to go back for the court file he wanted: He would not have known where to look had he gone himself.

Loescher remained next to the jury box, at the end opposite the witness stand. Each time she asked a question, the faces of the jury turned toward her, and then, when she was finished, swung back to watch as Sharon Arnold gave her answer.

“And so you went back to the office to get the court file he had asked for. Approximately how long did it take from the time you left him at the doorway until you found him?”

She was used to deciding things quickly. “Just a few minutes,”

she answered immediately.

Without moving any closer to the witness, Loescher stepped away from the jury box until she was standing directly in front of her. “Please,” she cautioned, “take your time. Try to be as precise as you can. When you say ‘a few minutes,’ how many minutes do you mean?”

While she worked for Quincy Griswald, Sharon Arnold had been in court as often as the judge, sitting below him on the opposite side of the bench from the witness stand, a model of administrative efficiency. She was not used to explaining herself to anyone, and she could not quite hide her annoyance.

“Well, I don’t know—five minutes, ten minutes—something like that.”

Loescher took two steps closer, raised her head, and gave the witness a glance that was like a warning shot across the bow. This was not Griswald’s courtroom and she was a witness in a murder case, not a pampered judicial assistant who could make a lawyer’s life miserable anytime she chose to do so.

“Please consider your answer carefully,” she said, taking another step toward her. “Would you say it was closer to five minutes or ten?”

Arnold recrossed her legs and began to fidget with her hands.

She sucked in the sides of her cheeks and struck a pensive pose.

“I had to go all the way back down the hallway to the elevator. I remember it took a long time to get there. Then the office door was locked of course, and I had to unlock that. The folder was in the file drawer of the judge’s desk. Then I locked the door and … I  suppose it must have been closer to ten minutes before I got to the garage and found him, lying there, all that blood all over him …”

Now in control, Loescher moved back to her preferred position next to the jury and led her witness through the story she wanted her to tell. She had found Quincy Griswald bathed in blood and knew as soon as she saw him that he was dead. She dropped the file she had been sent back to get and ran screaming into the courthouse. Two uniformed security officers followed her back to the garage and the body she had been the first to find.

I was far more interested in what she had not seen than in what she had.

“Have you ever seen this man before?” I asked as soon as it was my turn to examine the witness. Smiling at Sharon Arnold, I stood behind Danny, my hand on his shoulder.

“No, I don’t think so.”

My hand fell away from his shoulder and I moved slowly to the front of the counsel table. Gripping the edge behind me, I leaned back against it, one foot crossed over the other.

“You didn’t see him in the garage when you first found Judge Griswald?” I asked casually.

“No.”

“You didn’t see him anywhere in the garage when you went back there with the two officers?”

“No.”

“You didn’t see him anywhere in the courthouse, lurking around, when you were first leaving with Judge Griswald?”

“No.”

Folding my arms across my chest, I stared down at my shoes.

“You’ve never seen him before today, have you?” I asked, glancing at her from under my brow.

“No, I don’t think so.”

I lifted my head higher. “Can you think of anyone who would have wanted Judge Griswald dead?”

It was automatic, the other side of the insistence that we never speak ill of the dead: the blind assurance that despite the fact that someone killed them, no one could possibly have wanted it to happen.

“No, of course not.”

I raised my eyebrows, then lowered my head and walked the few steps to the jury box.

“You’re aware, are you not,” I asked, turning suddenly toward her, “that a lot of people—including Quincy Griswald—wanted Calvin Jeffries dead?”

“Your honor!” Loescher shouted as she sprang from her chair.

I held up my hand before Bingham could open his mouth. “I’ll rephrase the question. You worked very closely with Judge Griswald, didn’t you?” I held her eyes in mine and refused to let go.

“Yes, I did, for four years.”

“And in the course of that time—working that close together—

you came to know quite a lot about him, didn’t you?”

She did not hesitate. “Yes.”

“And you knew quite a lot about the way he felt about other people, including other judges, didn’t you?”

Loescher was still on her feet, watching intently. Bingham had both arms on the bench, peering down at the witness.

“Yes.”

“And he didn’t like Calvin Jeffries, did he? He didn’t like him one bit, did he?”

“Your honor?” Loescher insisted.

His eyes still on the witness, Bingham held up his hand. “No, I’ll allow it.”

“No, he didn’t like him.” I started to ask the next question, but she was not finished with her answer. “I think he was a little afraid of him, to tell you the truth.”

“Afraid of him? In what way?”

“Intimidated might be a better way to put it. Judge Jeffries seemed to have that effect on a lot of people.”

“So he wasn’t sorry, shall we say, when Calvin Jeffries was murdered?”

“Oh, I didn’t say that,” she replied, quick to correct the impression she was afraid she might have left.

“He wasn’t grief-stricken when Calvin Jeffries was dead?”

She did not want to answer and was content to let her silence speak for itself.

Cassandra Loescher had sat down. She tapped the erasure end of a pencil while she watched, ready to object again.

“You worked for Judge Griswald a little more than four years, correct?”

“Yes.”

“So you weren’t with him twelve years ago when he handled a criminal case in which the defendant was Elliott Winston, were you?”

“Your honor—relevance?” Loescher inquired, turning up her hands.

“It’s relevant to the defense’s theory of the case, your honor,”

I said, as if that were any answer at all.

“And beyond the question of relevance, your honor,” Loescher went on, “it’s beyond the scope of direct examination.”

Bingham looked at me. “Your honor, the prosecution established the employment connection between the witness and the victim. I’m simply exploring the scope of the relationship.”

“Then please do it as quickly as possible and then move on to something else.”

“During the time you did work for him,” I asked her, “did you ever hear him mention the name Elliott Winston?”

She thought about it for a moment. “No, I don’t recall that he did.”

“You’re sure?”

“Was he the one who Judge Jeffries’s wife was married to?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

A knowing smile crept over her mouth. “He did say something once, but not about him, not directly, that is. He was angry with Judge Jeffries about something. I don’t know what. And he said he wondered if Jeffries’s wife would have married him if she’d known he was as crazy as her first husband was. That’s when I think he used that name—Elliott Winston.”

“So he thought Elliott Winston was crazy?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I assumed it was just a figure of speech.”

I had no more questions, and Cassandra Loescher had nothing she wanted to ask on redirect. Sharon Arnold was excused and the prosecution called its next witness, one of the security guards who had gone with her back to where Griswald’s body had first been discovered. Short and to the point, his testimony added little to what had already been said. Certain he was dead, but afraid to touch the body, Arnold had left it to the guard to check for a pulse. The second guard followed the first and except to ask them each whether they had seen the defendant at the scene, I did not bother to cross-examine either one of them. Loescher ended the first day of testimony by calling the police photographer who had taken pictures of the body. Over my objection, the photos were entered into evidence and the jury was shown the graphic obscenities of a violent death.

Quincy Griswald, whose eyes had so often filled with anger, and whose mouth had so often been twisted with rage, had a look on his face of puzzled innocence, as if he could not understand why anyone would want to bring him harm. I looked at that picture a long time before I gave it back to the clerk. All the years that had left their mark on his deep-lined features seemed at the moment of death to have faded away, and all the disappointments of his life vanished with them. He looked almost young again.

The next morning, Loescher called the coroner, who described the cause of death, and then called Detective Kevin Crowley, who had been in charge of the investigation. I was becoming more and more impressed with the way Loescher did her job.

Each witness was called in a perfectly calculated, completely logical sequence, their testimony part of a story told according to a strict chronology. She would ask the same question three different ways if it was the only way to make the details clear. And she wanted more than to describe it to the jurors. She wanted them to know what it was like to discover someone you knew stabbed to death; she wanted them to know what it was like for the victim in that instant when he knew he was about to die.

Wearing a dark brown dress and flat shoes, she stood in front of the jury, patient and attentive, listening as Detective Crowley reported how the police had apprehended the suspected killer.

“He had the knife in his hand when you found him?”

Short and stocky, with small quick-moving eyes, Crowley was a little too eager to answer. “Yes,” he said before she had quite finished.

“I’m sorry,” she said without any apparent irritation. “What was your answer?”

This time he waited. “Yes.”

“What did you do with the knife after you removed it from the defendant’s possession?”

“I put it inside a plastic bag, sealed it, and tagged it.”

Loescher had gone to the table in front of the clerk, where she picked up a large clear plastic bag containing a kitchen knife with a black wooden handle and a six-inch blade. She handed it to the witness.

“Is this the bag?”

“Yes.”

“And is that the tag you mentioned?”

He held it up and examined it closely. “Yes, that’s my mark.”

“What did you do with it then?”

“I placed it in the evidence room at police headquarters and then had it sent to the police crime lab.”

“And what was the reason it was sent to the crime lab?”

“To examine it for fingerprints and to have it examined for DNA evidence.”

“We’ll have testimony later about the fingerprints that were found on the weapon as well as the results of the DNA testing,”

Loescher remarked as she returned to her place next to the jury box. “But let me ask you, Detective Crowley, what further steps were taken in the investigation after you learned whose fingerprints were on the handle and whose blood was on the blade?”

He glanced at the plastic bag and the knife inside it. “We closed the investigation,” he said, looking up.

Loescher cast a meaningful glance at the jury, and then, turning back to the witness, said, “Thank you, Detective Crowley. No further questions.”

“When you began the investigation,” I asked as I rose from my chair at the start of cross-examination, “were you not struck by the similarities between the murder of Quincy Griswald and the murder of Calvin Jeffries?”

“I wasn’t involved in the Jeffries investigation.”

I stared hard at him. “That wasn’t my question, detective. And, by the way,” I added almost as an aside, “if you weren’t involved in that investigation, you were the only police officer in the state who wasn’t. Let me repeat: When you began this investigation weren’t you struck by the similarities between the two murders?”

“There were some similarities,” he allowed. He sat forward, spread his legs, and rested his hands on his knees. As I began to pace back and forth in front of the counsel table, he followed me with his eyes.

“They were both circuit court judges, correct?”

“Yes.”

“They were both killed near their cars in the structure where they both parked?”

“Yes.”

“They were both stabbed to death?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me, Detective Crowley, as the lead investigator in this case, what investigation did the police make into the possible connection between the two murders? Let me be even more specific.” I stopped pacing and raised my head. “What effort was made to determine whether there was anyone—perhaps someone they had both sentenced to prison—who might have had a motive to want both of them dead?”

“The Jeffries case had already been solved. There was no connection. There could not have been.”

“In other words,” I asked impatiently, “you couldn’t conduct an investigation into that possibility because you assumed it didn’t exist?”

“Objection,” Loescher interjected before he could answer.

“That’s an assertion, not a question.”

Bingham considered it. “Perhaps you could rephrase the question, Mr. Antonelli.”

“You testified a moment ago that you weren’t involved in the Jeffries investigation, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”


“So your knowledge of it—your knowledge of what really happened—is at best secondhand, correct?”

“I suppose,” he replied, watching me with sullen eyes.

I turned until I was facing the jury and the witness was on my right. “There’s another similarity, isn’t there? In both cases the police were told where to find the person who supposedly committed the crime. Isn’t that true, Detective Crowley?”

“We were given information from an outside source—yes.”

I kept looking at the jury. A thin smile flashed across my mouth.

” ‘An outside source.’ You mean an anonymous phone call, don’t you, Detective Crowley?”

“Yes, we received a call.”

“An anonymous call,” I said as I turned to face him. “An anonymous call in which the caller in both instances sought to disguise his voice, isn’t that true?”

He tried to turn it back on me. “The caller wanted to remain anonymous.”

I ignored it. “And don’t you think it a little strange that both times—in these two cases in which you assume there was no connection between the murders—the police were told they could find the killer in the very same place, a homeless camp under the Morrison Street Bridge?”

He jumped at it. “You forget: The killer in the first case confessed and then killed himself. He couldn’t have had anything to do with the second case, could he?”

With a bored expression, I shook my head and dismissed it with a cursory wave of my hand. “Move to strike, your honor.

The answer is nonresponsive. Besides that,” I added with a glance at Loescher, “it’s nothing but hearsay.”

Bingham instructed the jury to pretend they had never heard what they were not very likely to forget. With no more questions to ask, I sat down and waited for Loescher to call the next witness for the prosecution.

With a drooping gray mustache and disheveled gray hair, Rudolph Blensley looked more like an aging professor of mathematics than he did a police detective. Loescher first established his credentials as a fingerprint expert and then asked him whose fingerprints he had found on the knife that had been taken from the defendant.

“The only fingerprints found on the weapon,” he replied,

“matched the fingerprints of the defendant, John Smith.”

Blensley was suffering from a cold, and his words came out muffled and garbled. When Loescher sat down, he removed a large white handkerchief from his side coat pocket and blew his nose. He put the handkerchief in his pocket and with the back of his hand tried to wipe his red, runny eyes.

“Would you like some water?” I asked. We had been in court together before, and he had always answered my questions in the same straightforward manner he answered those asked by the prosecution. “Summer colds are the worst,” I remarked while he took a drink.

When he was finished, he settled back in the witness chair and waited.

“The fingerprints you found belong to the defendant, known as John Smith, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know, by the way, whether there were any fingerprints on file for John Smith, or were you given them by the police after they had taken him into custody?”

He saw where I was going. “You mean, did we take prints from the knife and then run them to find out who they belonged to, or did we compare them to the ones we had for the defendant?

We compared them to the set we were given—the ones that belong to the defendant.”

“I see. In other words, this was not an investigation in which you used the fingerprints taken from a weapon to find out who among all the millions of people out there who have their fingerprints on file might have held the knife in their hand and used it as a murder weapon?”

“That’s correct,” he said, reaching for his handkerchief.

I waited while he blew his nose and when he finished asked him if he wanted more water.

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“If you had not been given a set of his fingerprints,” I asked, pointing at the defendant, “would you have been able to iden-tify him as the person whose prints were on the knife?”

He coughed into his hand. “No,” he said finally. “There are no prints of his on file.”

“Isn’t it true, Detective Blensley, that everyone arrested for a crime—even a misdemeanor—has their fingerprints taken?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“And those fingerprints are kept on file?”

“Yes.”

“So what you’re saying is that the defendant in this case has never before—not once—been arrested for a crime, any crime, isn’t that right?”

He lifted his arms and turned up his palms. “All I can say is what I said before: His fingerprints weren’t on file.”

I went back to the counsel table and stood next to my chair.

“Your honor, may the witness please be shown state’s exhibit number 106?”

The clerk handed the detective the clear plastic bag containing the knife.

“I won’t ask you to take it out and test it, but just looking at it, does the blade seem to have been filed sharp? In other words, does it have an edge on it?”

“No, it doesn’t have an edge.”

“In fact, wouldn’t you say it appears rather dull?”

He nodded, and waited.

“Of course even a dull knife can be used to stab someone, can’t it?”

He nodded again, and I had to remind him to answer out loud.

“Yes.”

“Now, if you would, look at the handle. Does it look to you—

the way it looked to me—worn, faded, a knife that has been used a lot?”

“Yes, I’d say so.”

“In other words, from everything you observe, you would have to say, wouldn’t you, that this is a rather old knife—certainly not a new one?”

“I would agree with that,” he said, sniffing into his handkerchief.

“Probably used by lots of different people from the time it was first sold, wouldn’t you think?”

“Yes, I would imagine.”

“And yet, if I heard you right, the only fingerprints you found on the knife belonged to the defendant. All those people—dozens, perhaps hundreds—used this knife and you only found one person’s prints. Doesn’t that suggest something to you, Detective Blensley?”

He hesitated, not certain what I meant. I drew myself up, and with a sense of urgency in my voice, asked, “Doesn’t it suggest to you that whoever had that knife before it came into the possession of the defendant must have wiped it clean?”

He started to answer, but I cut him off. “Doesn’t it suggest to you that whoever had the knife before didn’t want anyone to know? And why do you think whoever that was wouldn’t want anyone to know that he had held that knife—that knife that the prosecution tells us was used to murder Quincy Griswald—unless it was because he was the one who murdered him?”

Loescher was on her feet, shouting her objection. “Nothing further, your honor,” I said as I started to sit down.

I was back on my feet before I had touched the chair. “There is one more thing, your honor.”

Loescher looked at me, her mouth still open. Bingham looked at me, his mouth still shut.

“Detective Blensley, the fingerprints you found—the fingerprints that belong to the defendant—can you tell us if they were put there before Quincy Griswald was murdered?”

He shook his head. “No, there is no way to know that.”

“In other words, they could just as easily have been put there sometime after Quincy Griswald was murdered, correct?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

 

Twenty-six

_______

The prosecution began the third day of testimony with Dr.

Friedrich Zoeller, head of the laboratory that had conducted the DNA testing on the blood residue found on the knife. Tall and thin, with prominent cheekbones and deep-set eyes, he slouched on the witness chair, one leg dangling over the other, one arm sticking straight out to the side. With astonishing rapidity he rattled off facts and figures and did it with such confidence that it was almost impossible to think he might be wrong. From nine-thirty in the morning until the court recessed for lunch a few minutes after twelve, Dr. Zoeller lectured the jury on the nature of DNA and the absolute certainty that the blood from the knife belonged to Quincy Griswald and to no one else.

Cassandra Loescher treated him with a deference she had not shown anyone else. Zoeller was not just an expert witness, he was a scientist, and science, she seemed to say with every respectful question she asked, was the one thing no one could question. The testimony of the state’s witness that the knife found on the defendant, the knife that had only his fingerprints on it, had been used to murder Quincy Griswald was something only a fool could doubt.

Standing in front of the charts and graphs that had been carefully arranged on two large easels between the jury box and the witness stand, I studied for a moment the brightly colored, neatly labeled exhibits. With my hands clasped behind my back I moved to the far end of the jury box.

“I’m afraid I’m just a lawyer, Dr. Zoeller,” I said, watching the faces of the jury. “Earlier we heard testimony from someone about fingerprints. If I followed what you were saying, DNA is the same kind of thing. Is that right?”

He seldom moved from the languid position he had assumed when he first took the stand. His head rolled onto his shoulders and he looked at me down his nose.

“In a manner of speaking,” he replied with an indulgent smile.

“The difference is that fingerprints are just what the word suggests: the surface skin of the tips of the fingers. DNA, on the other hand—

as I tried to explain—can be taken from virtually any part of the body: skin, blood, hair, bodily fluids—the saliva inside the mouth, for example.”

“No, I’m sorry,” I said, flapping my hands in the air. “I understand that. What I want to be clear about is this: DNA, like fingerprints, is unique to every individual—no two people have the same fingerprints or the same DNA. Is that right?”

“Yes, that’s right,” he said, flashing that same patronizing smile.

“With the exception of identical twins.”

I smiled back. “Tell me, Dr. Zoeller, do identical twins have the same fingerprints?”

He blinked. The smile disappeared, and the hand that had been dangling in the air gripped the arm of the chair as he started to sit up.

“I don’t think so,” he replied cautiously.

“You don’t think so?” I asked, still smiling. “You don’t know?”

“No, I don’t believe they would be the same,” he said, becoming a shade more pale.

I dismissed it as a matter of no great consequence. “Fingerprints aren’t your specialty. You’re an expert on DNA.”

He seemed relieved. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Then tell me this. You gave us an extraordinarily clear account of the way this works. The genetic code you described, made up of billions of very specific directions—is it all right to put it like that?”

He was sitting straight up, following every word. “Yes, that’s a fair way of putting it.”

“It’s like a vast, enormously complicated computer program, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s a good analogy.”

I stopped and looked at the jury. “It’s a miracle, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I suppose one could say—”

“A miracle that science has now proven the existence of God?”

“No, I don’t think you can say—”

“But you said it, didn’t you? You said it was like a computer program. Every program has a programmer, someone who designed it, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, but—”

“Do you know of any computer program more intricate and complex than the genetic code?”

“No, but—”

“You’re a scientist, Dr. Zoeller. Would it be reasonable—would it be rational—to assume that less complex systems can only come into being by design, but more complex systems come into being by chance?”

He sat back, a condescending smile on his mouth. “Or millions of years of evolution.”

“Which is chance plus duration,” I said with a dismissive glance.

“Now, Dr. Zoeller, however the genetic code was first written, you were able to establish that the blood on the knife was the blood of the victim in this case because the DNA in one sample matched the DNA in the other, correct?”

“Yes.” He gestured toward one of the charts left on the easel.

“I see that. You showed how the pattern of horizontal marks which represents the DNA taken from the body of the victim matches the marks which represent the DNA taken from the blood left on the knife. And because each of the marks in these two samples match each other, we can be confident that they belong to the same person, correct?”

“Yes, that’s absolutely correct.”

“We can be confident, in other words, that they have a common origin?”

He seemed amused at the way I was struggling to understand something which to his well-trained mind was self-evident. “Yes, they have a common origin; they belong to the same person. As I said, they’re identical.”

“So we can all be confident—with scientific certainty—that if two things are in all important respects the same, they’re identical and have the same origin?”

“Yes, yes of course,” he replied, relaxed and self-assured.

“Even two murders?” I asked innocently as I turned toward the jury on my way back to the counsel table.

Loescher shot an angry glance at me as she got to her feet and, eager to show everyone just how wrong I was, almost shouted out the name of the prosecution’s next witness. “The state calls Detective Jack Stewart.”

Though long since abandoned by even the most senior members of the department, Stewart still adhered to a formal dress code. Perhaps he remembered the time when he made his first appearance in a courtroom, a uniformed patrol officer, testifying in front of a jury in which every woman wore a dress and every man wore a tie; perhaps, living alone and close to retirement, he just needed an excuse to put on a suit.

Cassandra Loescher was wearing one as well, a dark-striped tailored suit that fit her perfectly. It was new and it was expensive, and more than the way she looked, it changed the way she felt.

She held her chin just a little higher and her shoulders just a little straighter than she had before. When she turned on her heel, there was a bit more confidence in her step and a kind of hard sparkle in her eye. While Stewart took the oath, she stood with one hand on her arm, stroking her sleeve.

After a few quick questions established Stewart’s rank and experience, Loescher moved directly to the only issue left, the utterly absurd suggestion that the defendant could not have killed Quincy Griswald because whoever killed him had killed Calvin Jeffries as well. Her hand still on her sleeve, she tapped her fingers, impatient of the necessity of having to prove what everyone already knew.

“You were the lead investigator in the case involving the murder of Judge Calvin Jeffries?”

“I was one of them,” Stewart explained.

She pivoted a quarter turn. Facing the jury, she asked, “And was an arrest made in that case?”

“Yes, there was. Jacob Whittaker was charged with the murder of Judge Jeffries.”

“And would you please tell the jury,” she said as she plucked lint from her sleeve and brushed it away, “did the person you arrested confess to the crime?”

There was no response from the witness. Loescher glanced up.

“Detective?”

“He made a confession. That’s true.”

It was not as emphatic, nor as immediate, as she would have liked, but when he finally gave it, the answer was clear enough.

One more question and there would be no more room for doubt, and that slight hesitation in his voice would be all but forgotten, a momentary lapse of memory, the sort of thing that happens to witnesses all the time.

She settled her eyes on the jury, a confident smile on her lips.

“And tell us, Detective Stewart, what did the confessed killer of Calvin Jeffries do after he confessed?”

“That evening he was found dead in his cell.”

The smile froze on her face. Her eyes flared as she turned on him. “You mean he committed suicide, don’t you?”

“That was the official finding, that’s correct,” Stewart replied without expression.

She looked at him, trying to figure out why he did not answer her questions the way he was supposed to, instead of insisting on all these unnecessary distinctions. He was a police officer, not a lawyer, and while he was not supposed to lie, neither was he supposed to make the truth more difficult to grasp.

“Just to sum up, then. There was an arrest, there was a confession, and the man who confessed, it was officially decided, then took his own life. One last question, Detective Stewart. After the arrest, after the confession, after the suicide, what happened to the investigation? Did it continue, or was it closed?”

“It was closed,” he replied.

Loescher looked at the jury. “The killer was caught, and the killer confessed, and the case was closed.” She sat down, and then, as if she had just remembered, glanced up at the bench. “No further questions, your honor.”

I stood up so fast I had to catch the chair from falling over.

“We’ve met before, haven’t we, Detective Stewart?” I asked, laughing at myself as I stumbled free of the chair.

He did not hesitate. “Yes, we have.”

Loescher’s head came up, and she looked at him and then at me.

“You’ve been a witness for the prosecution in several trials in which I’ve been the attorney for the defense, isn’t that correct?” I asked as I straightened the chair and moved away from the table.

“Yes, that’s correct,” he said.

Loescher looked back at the legal pad on which she had begun to scribble a note to herself.

“Jacob Whittaker—the man who was arrested, the man who confessed, the man found dead in his cell—how did you know where to find him?”

“An anonymous phone call.”

“And where did this anonymous caller say the killer could be found?”

“Under the bridge.”

“That’s the Morrison Street Bridge, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And that’s where he was found—under the Morrison Street Bridge—living as one of the homeless?”

“Yes.”

“How do you imagine the caller—this anonymous caller—knew who the killer was and where he could be found?”

Stewart shook his head. “I don’t really know.”

“Did Whittaker have any idea who the informant might have been?”

With an audible sigh, Loescher stood up. “Your honor, I fail to see the relevance of any of this.”

Judge Bingham looked at me, waiting.

“I’m trying to establish a pattern, your honor. In both cases an anonymous caller informed the police where they could find the al-leged killer, and both times it was in the same place. I’m trying to find out who could have had this information about both murders.”

Loescher stretched out her hands. “It’s simply a coincidence. The detective has already established by his testimony that the killer of Calvin Jeffries could not possibly have had anything to do with the murder of Quincy Griswald.” She darted a glance at the jury. “Being dead and all.”

“You’ll address yourself to the court,” Bingham snapped. “Now, Mr. Antonelli,” he went on in his usual tone, “are you about finished with this line of inquiry?”

“Almost, your honor.” I turned back to the witness. “Did Whittaker know anything about the informant?”

Stewart tilted his head, pursed his lips, and shut his eyes into long thin slits. “I don’t know if he did or not. But if he did, he didn’t tell us.”

“When he was arrested and brought in, you assumed he was one of the homeless, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Tell me, Detective Stewart, did you discover before or after you closed the investigation into the murder of Calvin Jeffries that the man who confessed to his killing was a mental patient at the state hospital?”

The courtroom erupted, and for the first time in the trial Bingham had to use his gavel to quiet the crowd. The public had never been told that Jeffries’s killer had been an escaped mental patient.

From the look on Loescher’s face, she had not been told either.

“Whittaker was arrested, confessed, and died, all in the same day,”

Stewart explained when the courtroom became quiet. “We did not know who he was, or what he was, until his fingerprints came back a few days later.”

I went after him as if we were old adversaries instead of recent friends.

“You were in the room when he confessed and you didn’t notice anything strange about him? He struck you as a completely normal, a completely sane individual?”

Even if I had been acting in anger, it would have had no effect: Stewart was unflappable. “There were things about him that didn’t seem normal.”

“Such as?”

“The way he kept repeating the same phrase over and over again when I asked him why he did it. He kept saying, ‘I really can’t say.’

At first I thought he meant he didn’t know, that he couldn’t explain why he had done it. Then, gradually, I began to believe that he knew, but that for some reason he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, talk about it.”

I stood completely still. “That he wasn’t allowed to talk about it?”

Stewart was not going to be led into saying something he did not believe. “That he knew why he had done it, but that he wasn’t going to tell us. Why he wouldn’t tell us is a question I can’t answer. I just don’t know.”

“But it struck you as odd that someone would confess to a murder—tell you he’d done it—but refuse to tell you why?”

“Yes, it struck me as odd,” he agreed.

That was all I would need: the admission by the state’s own witness—the lead investigator in the murder of Calvin Jeffries—that there was something odd, something not quite right about the confession of the killer. It gave me the opening to argue that there was a reason to doubt that the person responsible for Jeffries’s death had ever been found, and that there was a reason to believe that the two murders were connected. Loescher, too smart not to see it too, closed it with a few well-phrased questions on redirect.

“You just testified that Jacob Whittaker confessed to killing Calvin Jeffries, but would not tell you why he did it,” she asked as she rose from her chair.

Stewart nodded. “Yes.”

She stood at the table, resting the fingertips of her left hand on top of it. “Mr. Antonelli asked you if you agreed that this was—I believe the word he used was ‘odd’—correct?”

“Yes.”

She indulged herself in one of those smug little smiles that the smartest girl in class used to have when she knew the answer and, worse yet, knew you did not. “But Mr. Antonelli also asked you if you knew that Jacob Whittaker was a mental patient. In your experience, Detective Stewart, would it be unusual for a mental patient to do things or say things that the rest of us would consider odd?”

“No,” he agreed.

She raised her chin, the smile replaced by a look of earnest conviction. “You were the lead investigator in that case. Just tell us: Do you have any doubt—any doubt whatsoever—that Jacob Whittaker is the person who murdered Judge Jeffries?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Stewart replied, “No, no doubt at all.”

Turning toward the jury Loescher repeated the question for effect. “No doubt at all?”

Bingham, sitting sideways to the bench, looked up from something he was reading in his lap. “Recross?”

“Detective Stewart,” I said as I got to my feet, “why are you so certain that Jacob Whittaker killed Judge Jeffries? People have been known to confess to things they didn’t do, haven’t they?”

“Yes, but in this case Whittaker knew things about the murder—

details—that weren’t released to the public.”

“What details, Detective Stewart?”

“Judge Jeffries was not just stabbed to death: The killer disemboweled him.”

“Gutted him?”

“Yes.”

“And when Whittaker told you this, his account was both clear and convincing?”

“Yes.”

“He wasn’t ranting, or raving, or doing any of those other ‘odd’

things we tend to associate with lunatics?”

“No, he wasn’t doing any of that.”

“You discovered that Whittaker was a mental patient. Why was he a mental patient? Was he there because of a civil commitment or a criminal commitment?”

“Whittaker had been found incompetent to stand trial for a crime he committed.”

I walked toward the jury box. “And what crime was that, Detective Stewart?” I asked, my head bent down, my hands locked behind my back.

“Murder.”

I could feel it, the inaudible gasp, the tension that gripped the room at the knowledge that the killer of Calvin Jeffries had killed before. I did not look up.

“And who did he murder, Detective Stewart?”

“His father.”

I slowly raised my head. “His father? With a knife?”

“No, he beat him to death with his bare hands.”

“Why did he do it?”

Stewart was leaning forward, his elbows braced on the arms of the witness chair. His head moved from side to side. “There was a long history of abuse. His father was a drunk, and he made a habit of beating up his wife—Whittaker’s mother. Finally, something snapped, I guess, and he literally went out of his mind.”

“So he had a motive?”

“Yes.”

“What motive did he have to kill Jeffries?”

Stewart shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Well, did he know Jeffries?”

“No.”

“Was Jeffries the judge who sent him to the state hospital?”

“No.”

“It’s true, isn’t it, Detective Stewart, that you weren’t able to find any connection at all between Whittaker and the man he killed?”

“No, we didn’t.”

“And there was no other obvious motive either, was there?”

“No.”

He looked at me, a quizzical expression on his face.

“It wasn’t a robbery, was it?”

“No.”

“Nothing was taken from Judge Jeffries, was there?”

“No.”

“So it wasn’t a robbery, it wasn’t revenge; he did not even know him and without any motive just decides to lie in wait for him and kill him in a particularly gruesome manner. But, of course, he was a mental patient—insane—and that explains everything, doesn’t it?” I asked rhetorically, glaring across at Cassandra Loescher.

“Where was he a mental patient, Detective Stewart?”

He seemed surprised by the question. “The Oregon State Hospital.”

“He had been there more than ten years, hadn’t he?”

“I believe so.”

“In the forensic ward of the state hospital, where the criminally insane are kept, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that the same place where Elliott Winston has been kept for the last twelve years?”

“Objection!” Loescher protested before he could answer. “There’s been no foundation established to demonstrate that the witness would have direct knowledge of this.”

“Withdraw the question, your honor.” I stood at the end of the jury box, my arms folded across my chest. “Now, Detective Stewart, you’ve testified that you have no doubt at all that Jacob Whittaker was the person who murdered Judge Jeffries, but you also testified that you thought there was something odd about his confession. I don’t need to remind you that you’re under oath, Detective Stewart, but I want you to think carefully about your answer to this question. When he was telling you—repeating it over and over again—that he couldn’t say when you asked him why he had done it, did you believe then that there was something else going on, that there was in fact a reason why he had killed this man he did not know and had never met?”

“Yes, I thought that was a possibility.”

“And when Quincy Griswald was killed, did you think there might be some connection—some possible connection—between the two murders, even though the second one could not have been committed by the man who committed the first?”

“The two murders were almost identical.”

“Almost?”

“Yes. Both victims were stabbed, but only the first one was disemboweled.”

“But with that exception, they were identical?”

“Yes, but that exception seemed at first to argue against any connection. It was the one important detail that had never been released to the public. Because of that, I assumed the second was some kind of copycat killing.”

“At first?”

“Yes. I began to wonder more about it when I learned of the way the arrest was made and where it was made: the anonymous phone call, the homeless man living under the same bridge. It was hard to believe there wasn’t some connection.”

“Did you do anything to pursue this suspicion?”

“When they brought in the suspect …” He paused and nodded toward the counsel table. Danny was sitting with his head sunk down on his chest, half asleep. “I sat in on the interview.”

“You weren’t part of the investigation?”

“No.”

I glanced over at Danny and then looked back at Stewart. “Did he confess?”

“No. We didn’t talk to him very long. He was filthy and he had to be cleaned up. But, no, he didn’t confess.”

I made my way from the jury box to the chair where Danny was just starting to pay attention and stood behind him, my hands on his shoulders.

“Ms. Loescher asked if you had any doubt whether Jacob Whittaker killed Calvin Jeffries. You sat in on the police interview of the defendant. Do you have any doubt about his guilt?”

Stewart had been around for years. He knew there was something wrong with the question. More by instinct than design, he gave the prosecution time to object.

He did not have to wait long. Loescher’s arm shot into the air with such force it seemed to pull the rest of her along with it.

“Your honor!” she shouted, banging her hand down on the table.

“This goes beyond anything—!”

Bingham seemed almost amused by her outburst. “You wish to make an objection, Ms. Loescher?”

She looked at him, her mouth hanging open, and blinked. “Yes, your honor,” she said, quite calm. “The question calls for speculation.”

“The prosecution asked this witness his opinion of the guilt of the person charged with the murder of Judge Jeffries,” I responded.

“That opened the door to an inquiry of this same witness about his opinion of the guilt or innocence of the defendant in this case.”

Bingham politely disagreed. “I’m afraid I don’t see it quite that way, Mr. Antonelli. The witness was the lead investigator in the first case. He was asked his opinion based on that investigation.

And no objection was made to that question,” he added, letting me know that he would not, given a proper objection, have allowed that one either. “You’re asking him to give an opinion on a case in which he was not involved. For that reason the objection must be sustained.”

“I’ll rephrase the question, your honor,” I said as I started to turn back to Stewart.

“It doesn’t matter how he phrases it, your honor. The question can’t be asked.”

“She’s right, Mr. Antonelli.”

“I’ll limit myself to what Detective Stewart observed.”

“Just so you don’t elicit any opinion regarding the ultimate issue,”

Bingham insisted.

“Yes, your honor. I promise I won’t ask the witness what he really thinks.”

“Your honor!” Loescher cried.

Bingham held up his hand, then leaned back in his chair and began to tap his fingers together, a stern expression clouding his brow. Presently, he sat forward and the seldom disturbed civil smile returned to his clean, straight mouth.

“I really never expected that sort of thing from you.”

I could have ignored and almost enjoyed the angry shouting of one of the many intemperate, self-important judges who take pleasure in the pain they can inflict on the lawyers who practice in front of them. This hurt, all the more because he was right. It was a cheap trick that never worked.

“I apologize, your honor. That was inexcusable.”

He kept his gaze on me a moment longer, then looked at the jury.

“Sometimes, in the course of a trial, things are said that shouldn’t be said and that the person who says them immediately regrets. This is particularly true in a case like this one where something very serious is at issue. Mr. Antonelli said something which I’m going to ask you to ignore and which I know he wishes he had not said. I want you to understand this very clearly. Detective Stewart was asked if he had an opinion about the guilt or innocence of the defendant. I don’t know if he does or not; I do know that it doesn’t matter if he does. Opinions don’t count: Facts, and only facts, count.

Detective Stewart, like any other witness, may testify about things he knows—that is to say, facts about which he has knowledge. The conclusions which are to be drawn from whatever facts are established during this trial, including whatever facts Detective Stewart has to offer, are to be drawn, not by the witnesses themselves, certainly not by the lawyers, and not by me. That job is for you, the jury, and only for you. Therefore, I now instruct you that you are to ignore what Mr. Antonelli said, and you are not to infer from it, either that the witness believes the defendant to be innocent of the charge of murder or guilty of that charge. Do you understand?”

When the twelve of them nodded dutifully in unison, Bingham’s eyes came back around to me. “You may continue.”

It did not hurt if the jury thought I was zealous; it would be the end of me as a lawyer if they thought I was too chastened to keep fighting. It was the judge’s courtroom, but it was my case.

“You were present during the police interview of the defendant, correct?”

“Yes, I was.”

“When he was asked a question, did he look away?”

“No.”

“Did he fidget nervously with his hands?”

“No.”

“Did he spend a lot of time thinking about his answers before he gave them?”

“No.”

“Did he do anything at all that, based on your experience, you could label as an indication of deception?”

“No.”

“He denied he killed Quincy Griswald?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Did you believe him?”

“Your honor—!” Loescher cried.

“Mr. Antonelli,” Bingham began.

“Withdrawn,” I announced with a wave of my hand as I left the witness and headed back for my chair.

 

Twenty-seven

_______

As soon as I saw him I started to smile. Howard Flynn had on his best suit, the one he wore to weddings and to funerals and to any other formal event to which he was on occasion invited. It was the only suit I had ever seen him wear, and so far as I knew, the only suit he owned. There was not a wrinkle anywhere on the dark blue coat and the matching pants were creased tight down the front. With a starched white shirt and burnished black shoes, a solid gray silk tie and a breast pocket handkerchief to match, he looked like the prosperous and successful attorney he should have been. It was not hard to figure out why he had gone to so much trouble.

“It’s nice to see you, Howard,” Jennifer said as she held out her hand.

Flynn was standing at the table, clutching a white linen napkin. “It’s nice to see you, Jennifer,” he said, gently taking her hand in his thick fingers.

“I’m sorry we’re late,” she said as he pulled a chair out for her.

“It’s my fault. It took me a little longer to get ready than it should have.”

It was a rare performance, one I would not have missed for anything. Flynn had not only been on time, he had actually arrived a little early. To make sure we got a good table, he explained as if it were the kind of thing he did all the time or something he would have done had he been dining alone with me.

The waiter, a balding middle-aged man with round, chubby cheeks and a small, thoughtful mouth, brought menus. Jennifer ordered a glass of wine and Flynn asked for a Diet Coke.

“And what would you like?” the waiter asked, glancing at me over the top of his notepad.

“Scotch and soda.” Jennifer darted a worried glance at me. “It’s all right,” I assured her. “I’m just going to have one.” Then I realized that was not what concerned her. “Howard doesn’t mind.”

His face reddened slightly when he told her it did not bother him at all. “Just as long as he doesn’t enjoy it too much,” he added, trying to put her at ease.

The waiter brought our drinks and took our order. Stirring the ice, I remembered the last time we had come here, the two of us, that Saturday night she had to go home early, the night I called Flynn to get me out of the bar. As I sipped on the drink, I watched them chatting amiably, and knew that whatever else happened I could always count on them both. I was glad they liked each other, though I would have been surprised if they had not.

While they talked, I started thinking about the case, or rather the case, which had taken over my life, pushed its way back into my mind. I had left the courtroom quickly, jubilant about what I had been able to achieve during the cross-examination of Stewart. It was the vanity of performance, and the farther away I got from the courtroom, the less impressive it became. What had I actually accomplished? An agreement that there was something odd about the mental patient who murdered Calvin Jeffries and something unusual about the similarities of the two crimes. I had raised questions, but I had not supplied any answers, at least none I could prove.

“I’m going to lead with the psychologist tomorrow,” I said out loud. Jennifer and Flynn stopped their conversation and looked at me. “Then I’m putting Danny on the stand.” I sat with my hands in my lap, the chair pushed back from the table far enough so I could cross one leg over the other. “You think he can handle it? You see him every day, talk to him …”

Jennifer looked at Flynn, then back at me, a question in her eyes.

“Howard goes to see him at the jail every day after court. He tries to explain to him what happened that day and what’s going to happen next.”

“I see,” she said, looking at Flynn with a new sense of appreciation.

“I try to talk to him in court when I have the chance, but he just looks at me with those trusting eyes of his, and smiles, or says yes or no, but not much else. I don’t think he knows half the time what I’m talking about.”

“He knows more than you think,” Flynn replied as the waiter began to serve dinner.

“All I’m going to ask him is what his name is, how old he is, who gave him the knife, and did he kill Griswald. He’ll understand those questions?”

“We’ve been over it a dozen times,” Flynn reminded me.

I was irritable, impatient, and I knew it. “Sorry.”

Jennifer’s hand slid onto my wrist and then along my arm.

“You’re going to win,” she said with an encouraging smile.

I peered into her eyes for a moment and then shook my head.

“You’re about to find out what a fraud I really am. I hate this work. I hate doing this. I hate not being able to think about anything except what I have to do to win. God, I hate it when they’re innocent.”

She had an instinct for the essential. “Would you like it better if that boy was actually guilty?”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “But it would make things a lot easier.”

Flynn put down his fork. “Did you ever think that maybe the problem is that it’s actually been a little too easy?”

“No,” I said, raising my eyebrows. “I have to confess that’s one thought I haven’t had.”

He was serious. Moving his plate aside, he put his forearms on the edge of the table and bent forward. “If Elliott Winston is really behind both murders, why didn’t he make it more difficult?

Why did he make it so easy?” He folded his broad, light-haired fingers together. “Why do everything the same way—not just the way Jeffries and Griswald were both killed—why the same anonymous call, the same place each time as the location where the killer could be found?” He pulled back his head as if to get a better look at me. “Why did he want them found? Why would he want Jacob Whittaker to confess? Why would he want anyone to know that Whittaker was a mental patient locked up in the same hospital? He might just as well have signed his name.”

Jennifer had stopped eating. “But you’re missing something,”

she blurted.

Startled, Flynn sat up and, perhaps not even aware he was doing it, smiled at her as she tried to apologize.

“I’m sorry.” She laughed, embarrassed, holding up her hand.

“That just came out.”

“What did Howard miss?” I asked.

“You,” she said, her eyes glittering. “You’re the only one who knew—no, you’re the only one who could have known of the connections. There are two of them, aren’t there?” she asked, looking at Flynn and then back at me. “The one between Elliott Winston and Whittaker, and the one between him and the two murdered judges. And if you didn’t know about the second connection, the first would have no meaning at all, would it? And who besides you would have had any reason ever to look for it?”

Nodding, I looked at Flynn. “What do you think?”

“I think it will be good for you to be married to someone so much smarter than you are.”

Jennifer got up from the table and put her hand on Flynn’s shoulder to keep him from getting up as well. “I won’t be long,”

she said as she picked up her purse.

“She’s right, you know,” I said as soon as Jennifer had left. “I agree with what you said: If Elliott really is behind all this, he put a signature to both crimes, but there’s no reason to think he wanted anyone to know it was his signature.”

As I listened to myself I wondered if I really believed it. The last time I had seen Elliott had I not taunted him with the impotence of doing something that no one will ever know you’ve done? Was I now simply resisting the possibility that I had been wrong and that he had somehow foreseen how it would all work out while I was still struggling to understand how he had done it in the first place?

Flynn moved his jaw from side to side and then bobbed his head back and forth. He draped one arm over the corner of his chair, crossed his ankle over his knee and held it there with his hand.

“This guy has been sitting there for twelve years. Whether he’s crazy or not: You think he hasn’t thought through every angle of this? Consider that for a minute: twelve years before he does anything. Maybe it took him that long before he found someone like Whittaker, before he found whoever killed Griswald—maybe it took that long to talk them into it—but after twelve years he still wants his revenge.”

There was something left unspoken. “Wants his revenge?” I asked. “You think he wants more than Jeffries and Griswald?”

He did not answer, not directly. “Jennifer was right: You’re the only one who could have made the connection between Whittaker and Elliott, but there are a few other people who could make the connection between Elliott and the two judges.”

I could think of at least two others. “His wife,” I said. “And Asa.”

“Right. Now, if he was ready to have Quincy Griswald murdered when all the judge did was preside over the hearing that sent him to the state hospital, what about the lawyer that was supposed to look out for him?—and what about the wife who betrayed him? Twelve years he’s waited. Do you think he’s going to forget about them? Do you think that just maybe he wants them to see the connection between the first two murders so they can worry about when it’s going to happen to them?”

“But they wouldn’t have figured it out,” I objected. “Neither Asa nor Elliott’s wife. They wouldn’t have had any reason to think it was anything more than a terrible coincidence—if they thought about it at all. Jennifer’s right. I’m the one who put it together. I brought out the fact that Whittaker was a mental patient. I’m the one who accused Elliott of being behind both murders.”

“Which may be exactly what Elliott wanted you to do.”

Before I could express any doubt, a doubt about which I was myself not quite certain, Flynn shook his head and slid closer to the table. “Look, we know two things, don’t we? He left a trail you were able to follow.”

“But how could he know I’d follow it?” I interjected. “How could he have known that I’d get involved? How could he have known I’d end up defending the kid who got charged with the murder?”

Flynn’s rust-colored eyebrows lifted up and he clicked his teeth.

“The first killer confesses and then kills himself. The second killer does what?—gives the murder weapon to someone else and disappears.”

“Thrown in the river,” I reminded him.

He shrugged it off. “Doesn’t matter. The point is he gives up the weapon. And remember,” he added, again raising his eyebrows, “he first wipes it clean so only the kid’s prints will be found on it. Why?”

I tried to sound more skeptical than I felt. “So someone innocent will be charged and I’d take the case?”

The more Flynn talked, the more certain he was that he was right. He swept over my halfhearted objection. “He waited twelve years to have Jeffries killed; he only waits a couple months to have Griswald murdered.”

He said it as if it explained everything; I was not sure it explained anything.

“In twelve years he doesn’t have a visitor he’s willing to see.

In twelve years you don’t try to see him, and then, after all that time, Jeffries is murdered and you show up. He knows you’ve been thinking about it, all of it, the way anyone would: what he had been like when you first knew him, the way you brought him into the firm, the kind of man and the kind of lawyer you thought he was going to be. We all think about that, don’t we?—the way things could have been and the way they didn’t turn out. He knows you’ve been thinking about Jeffries, too—what an evil bastard he was and the terrible things he did to people.”

Flynn took a long drink from his water glass and looked around at the well-dressed couples having a quiet dinner on a weekday night, the kind of people who were used to good food and did not think twice about what it cost. How many nights, I wondered, had Elliott Winston stared at the blank wall of his asylum cell and driven himself a little more crazy thinking about his beautiful young wife having dinner with Calvin Jeffries in a place like this?

“He knows all this,” Flynn went on, “and what does he do with it? He tells you what they did to him—Jeffries and his wife—how they made him crazy with jealousy and how he almost killed you because of it. He lets you know—doesn’t he?—that he has every reason in the world to hate them both. And then what happens—

after your visit? Griswald is killed in exactly the same way as Jeffries. He knows you’ll think about it; he knows that sooner or later you’ll figure it out. And he knows something about you.

Don’t forget that. He knows he can trust you and he knows you won’t let an innocent man be convicted.”

“Trust me? What makes you think that?”

A wry smile creased his mouth. “He shot you, didn’t he? No,”

he said when I started to protest, “I mean it. He tried to kill you, and you told him that you don’t believe he really meant it. Besides that, he knows you think you’re in some way responsible for what Jeffries did to him.”

Jennifer had not yet come back to the table. I turned around and looked across the dining room toward the hallway in front that led to the rest rooms.

“There’s something else,” Flynn said as I searched for a sign of Jennifer. “If the Griswald murder wasn’t enough—if that didn’t tell you what was going on—there was always Asa Bartram. There would not have been any doubt then that they were all connected.”

I spun back around. “I’m calling Asa as a witness. I haven’t told him why. But we better warn him about this. Asa is old. He may not have heard about what happened in court, and I doubt he put the two murders together on his own. First thing in the morning would you call his office? Talk to Jonah Micronitis. He’ll know what to do,” I said, looking over my shoulder, expecting at any moment to see Jennifer.

“You said there were two things we knew,” I said. “The first: that he left a trail we could follow. What’s the second?” I asked, wondering what was taking Jennifer so long.

Flynn sat still, staring at his hands. “For the first time in twelve years Elliott Winston is going to get out of the state hospital,”

he said, slowly raising his eyes.

“To testify in court,” I added.

Flynn cocked his head. “If he gets to court.”

“His wife?” I asked as I got up from my chair. “Do you think that’s what he wanted all along—to get out so he could … ?”

“Because she’s the one person he wants to kill himself?” Flynn wondered aloud, one thought leading to another, each more sinister in its ultimate implications.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” I explained, thinking about two things at once. “I just want to check on Jennifer.”

There was no one in the hallway near the rest room. I knocked on the door to the women’s room. There was no answer. I knocked again, this time more insistent, but there was still no response.

“Excuse me,” I heard someone say behind me. A woman with gray, silver-tinted hair was looking at me with annoyance, waiting for me to get out of her way.

I apologized but did not move away from the door. “I’m a little worried about my fiancee,” I explained to her. “Would you mind seeing if she’s all right?”

The annoyance vanished. “Of course,” she said. “I won’t be a moment,” she promised as I stepped aside and she pushed open the door.

“Oh, my God!” I heard her shout, the sound muffled by the door that had swung shut behind her. I nearly knocked her over as I bolted inside. Behind her, curled up on the white tile floor, Jennifer had her arms wrapped around herself, clutching hard as her body shuddered in violent convulsions. Her mouth was shut tight, her teeth clenched with such force that the color had drained out of her face. Her eyes were fixed on the wall in a rigid, deathlike stare. I got down on my knees next to her and pulled her into my arms, rocking her back and forth, telling her she was all right. When she finally turned her head and looked at me, she tried to pull away, to fight me, and I held her with all my strength to keep her from hitting me or hurting herself.

“It’s all right,” I repeated over and over again. She stopped resisting, and a moment later I felt her go limp.

“Is there anything I can do?” asked an anxious voice.

I had forgotten the woman. She was still there, watching, terrified, too decent to leave. “There’s a man at our table: heavyset, reddish wavy hair, dark blue suit. Would you ask him to come?”

She hesitated, wringing her hands. “Should I call an ambu-lance, a doctor?”

Jennifer was breathing quietly now and all I could think about was the quickest way to get her home. “No,” I told the woman.

“She’ll be fine. It’s nothing serious. If you’ll just get my friend.

His name is Howard Flynn.”

“Do you think you can get up?” I whispered when the woman had left.

Pale and exhausted, Jennifer looked at me with quiet, curious eyes as if I was a stranger she instinctively knew she could trust.

With my help she slowly struggled to her feet. Holding her, I bent down and picked up her purse.

Flynn arrived as I opened the door. He turned white when he saw her. “Home or the hospital?” he asked as I lifted her into my arms.

I was not sure anymore. I wanted to say home, but now it seemed like some place far away. Flynn read the answer in my eyes.

“Lay her down in the back seat,” he said as he held the car door open. “You better get in with her,” he added as he went round to the driver’s side.

He drove carefully, trying to keep the ride as smooth as possible, while I held her head in my lap, mumbling words the sound of which seemed to soothe her. Once, just before we got there, she grasped my hand and held it tight against the side of her face. From the moment I found her on the bathroom floor she had not spoken a word or opened her mouth to try.

The emergency room of the hospital was nearly deserted. A large Hispanic woman looked up with a start as I burst in shouting for help. A thin, agile nurse and a thick-armed orderly took Jennifer from my arms, put her into a wheelchair, and whisked her through a set of swinging double doors. I signed everything the admitting nurse put in front of me, and without listening to what I was saying, answered every question she asked while I kept my eye fixed on the green doors behind which Jennifer had disappeared.

Forty-five minutes after we arrived—forty-five minutes of anger and fear and strange discordant thoughts whose only connection was that they all had something to do with the woman I had known all my life and hardly knew at all—the doors opened and a young doctor with a surgical mask draped around his neck and a thin file folder under his arm called my name. I followed him through the door and down the corridor. There was a smell of disinfectant in the air, and for an instant I remembered the hospital where as a small boy I had followed my father on rounds.

The doctor led me to an empty examination room and shut the door behind us. I sat on a molded plastic chair wedged between a stainless steel sink and a color diagram of the human circula-tory system pinned to the wall.

“Has this happened before?” he asked. It was ten-thirty at night, but his voice made it seem like three o’clock in the morning. I knew what that was like: to work so long that you forget what it was like to be tired.

“No,” I replied. “Maybe,” I added. “I don’t really know.”

He looked at the chart, and then put it down on the corner of the examining table. “I know you already went over this with the admitting nurse, but, if you would, tell me what happened.”

I described what I had seen when I found her, and he asked if there was anything else I could tell him.

“Jennifer is a manic-depressive. She was hospitalized once—a long time ago. So far as I know, she hasn’t had any trouble—any serious trouble—with it since.”

“She’s on medication?”

“Yes.”

“Lithium?”

“Yes.”

“Does she take her medication regularly?”

“Yes,  I … I  think so.”

“Do you know exactly when she was hospitalized, or how long?”

“About seven years ago, I think. And I think she was there for about six months. I’m not sure,” I replied, hanging my head.

I felt his hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right,” he said. “We’ll get her records. It shouldn’t take more than a few days.”

I raised my head. “A few days?”

“She is going to have to stay here for a while.”

“A few days?”

“Hopefully, it won’t be any longer than that,” he said. “But I’m afraid I can’t really say for sure. We’ll have to run some tests.”

I was getting confused and I was getting angry. “Look, you’re a doctor. What’s wrong with her?”

“I don’t know yet. She’s had some kind of seizure, some kind of episode.”

It seemed a strange word to use. “Episode?”

“I’m an emergency room physician, Mr. Antonelli. I’m not a specialist in psychiatric medicine. What I do know is this: Manic-depression is caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain.”

It was a condition, he went on to tell me, that could be there for years, without any symptoms, and then, suddenly, with just a slight alteration in the body’s chemistry, everything changed. Usually it happened only once, and then, with the right treatment, the balance was restored and the patient lived a normal life. But sometimes it happened more than once, sometimes after a long interval. No one could tell when it might happen and no one yet knew why.

I heard what he said and I understood it, but it seemed to come from somewhere far away and to be directed to someone other than me. All I could think about was Jennifer.

“Can I see her?” I asked before he was quite through.

“Yes, of course,” he said as I got to my feet. “She’s asleep. She’s been given a sedative. But, yes, of course you can see her.”

We walked down the corridor to the last room at the end. Behind a white curtain pulled to separate her bed from the empty one next to it, Jennifer was lying with her head on a pillow. An IV was connected to her arm.

“We have some very good people in psychiatric medicine. She’ll have the best of care,” the doctor said as he slipped her file underneath that of the next patient he had to see.

I stood next to the metal hospital bed and looked down at Jennifer’s gentle face. In the dim light of the room the tiny lines at the corners of her eyes became invisible and her skin was as smooth and fair as the first time I saw her, a pretty girl I never stopped thinking was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

I stood there for a long time, looking down at her while she slept, talking to her in my mind, telling her what I felt, telling her what she already knew. I would have stayed there longer, stayed there until they made me leave, but Flynn was waiting, worrying about what had happened to us both.

“Is she going to be all right?” he asked as he caught up with me and we walked together out of the hospital.

“She’s going to be fine,” I said, staring straight ahead, wondering as I tried to wipe the tears away when I had first begun to cry.

 

Twenty-eight

_______

Ihad the strange sensation of spinning rapidly in the same place, taking everything in, unmoved and unaffected by what I saw and what I heard, the invisible observer of everything around me.

For the first time, I knew what it was to be like Danny, and maybe Elliott Winston as well: alone and apart, forced out of the world, the last link severed, no hope left of a normal life. I could hear Morris Bingham talking to me from the bench; I could see the twelve men and women in the jury box, solemn and attentive, turning their eyes to me, waiting for my response, all of them—judge and jury and everyone else in that crowded courtroom—concentrating on someone who was sitting where I was but who was not really me. I waited, like everyone else, to see what I would do, and then, like everyone else, looked to see what the judge would say when I said nothing.

“Mr. Antonelli, does the defense wish to call a witness?” he asked, repeating with the same civil smile the same question he had asked before.

Is this what it was like to go out of your mind: to be aware—

acutely, intensely aware—of everything going on all around you, struck by how strange are all the things you always took for granted, astonished at the infinite complications of even the most seemingly simple things? Words, for example: breathe air in to stay alive; breathe it out to make sounds that explain to yourself and maybe others as well why you should keep doing it. Is this what it was like, locked up inside yourself, seeing things with a clarity you never had before, and then, when you try to explain it—describe what you’ve seen—discover you have forgotten how to talk?

“Yes, your honor,” I heard myself say, surprised to find myself standing up. “The defense calls Dr. Clifford Fox.”

The tan suit coat he wore was a little too wide for his shoulders, and his pants were bunched up in front at his belt. His gray hair curled up over his collar at the back of his neck. He spoke very softly and chose his words with care. He had the tolerant habit of someone who spent much of his time with children. I asked him all the usual questions about his training and experience and, thinking about Jennifer, paid almost no attention to what he said.

“And have you had occasion to examine the defendant in this case, known as John Smith?” I asked, opening the file that held his report.

“Yes, I have.”

I closed the file. “And?”

Fox leaned forward, resting his elbows on the wooden arms of the witness chair. “And?”

“Yes. What did you find? What can you tell us about John Smith?” I pushed back from the counsel table far enough to cross my legs. I put my hands in my lap and began to tap my fingers together.

“Where would you like me to begin?”

I was watching my foot swing back and forth and I did not hear his question.

“Mr. Antonelli?”

“Yes, your honor?” I replied, looking up at Judge Bingham. He seemed to be worried about something.

“The witness asked you where you wanted him to begin. Are you all right, Mr. Antonelli?”

“Of course, your honor,” I said, sliding my leg off my knee as I turned to Fox. “Just begin at the beginning, doctor,” I said. I crossed the other leg and began to move that foot back and forth.

Fox had just begun to say something. “Your honor,” I interrupted, abruptly rising from my chair. “Could we have a short recess?” Before he could answer, I turned away and walked quickly out of the courtroom.

I moved down the hallway, picking up speed with every step I took, banging my fist on the wall, swearing under my breath, wondering why I could not find a telephone. Just as I turned the corner at the end of the hall, I felt a hand on my shoulder and then another one under my arm as someone shoved me through the door to the men’s room. It was Howard Flynn and he could barely control himself.

“What are you doing in there?” he yelled as he turned me around. His eyes were bulging and his face was burning red. “Don’t do this! I know what you’re going through, damn it! But you can’t do this!” His chest heaved with each short, hard breath he took. “You want to end up like I did: a drunk who spends the rest of his life regretting it? You think that will make everything all right?” he jeered. “You’re not doing Jennifer any good! You’re not doing that kid in there any good! You’re not doing yourself any good!” he shouted in my face.

I did not want to hear it. Turning away, I bent over a basin and threw water on my face. “I have to find a phone,” I said as I dried my face with a paper towel. “I have to call the hospital.”

“Look, damn it,” he said, struggling to contain himself, “you’re in the middle of a murder trial. You have a witness on the stand.

You can’t go walking in and out of the courtroom like you’ve got more important things to do somewhere else.”

I wheeled around. “I have to call the hospital,” I repeated, glaring at him. “I shouldn’t have left there last night. I should be there now, not here.”

“What about the kid? What’s going to happen to him?”

“I don’t care what happens to him! Don’t you understand? I don’t care! I only care what happens to her. I should be there now.”

“Let the doctors do their job, and you do yours!” he insisted.

“You can’t do anything for her by sitting around the hospital.”

“I have to be there!”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. Maybe if you’d been there with your wife,” I screamed, taunting him, “instead of spending all your time trying to be a lawyer … !”

The anger, the frustration, all the nameless fear that had boiled up inside me, blinding me to everything except what I felt, vanished in an instant and I realized what an awful, unspeakable thing I had done. I reached for his arm, but he pulled away.

“I didn’t mean that,” I said, shaking my head at how easily I had fallen into a state of mind in which the worst thing I could ever have said to him had become a weapon I was only too eager to use.

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it.”

The color in his face had returned to normal. He sniffed a couple of times and cleared his throat. “You better straighten your tie,” he said. His voice was quiet, subdued. “I shouldn’t have grabbed you like that.”

He bent his head, biting the inside of his lip. When he looked up, he searched my eyes. “There’s nothing worse than living with the thought that you could have saved somebody and you didn’t.

Don’t let that happen to you.”

I turned back to the mirror and adjusted my tie. “I’ll see you in court.”

The door swung shut behind him, and I gripped the sink with both hands and hung my head and tried to convince myself that there was some excuse for what I had done. I turned on the faucet, threw some more water on my face, and then pulled another paper towel from the metal dispenser. Flynn had ignored my apology and felt sorry for me that I had done something that made me feel I had to make one. It was a measure of his strength, and a measure of my weakness.

When I returned to the courtroom, I stood at the corner of the counsel table, waited until Judge Bingham brought court back into session, and before the echo of his voice had finished fading away began to ask my first question.

“Tell us, Dr. Fox: Is the defendant retarded or in any other way mentally deficient?”

“No, Danny—that’s the name he was given, whether by his mother or someone else I don’t know—is not retarded. He has an intelligence in the normal range, but precisely where in that range, I can’t say for sure.”

“Why can’t you say for sure?”

“Because he can’t read, and because he has a very limited vo-cabulary, and because he knows next to nothing about numbers.

I could not run all of the tests I would normally do with a child.”

“But Danny isn’t a child, is he?” I looked across to where Danny was sitting. He was grinning at Dr. Fox, waving at him whenever he caught his eye. “He’s a full-grown adult.”

“Physically, yes; mentally, he’s a child, a very young child. A very innocent child, I might add.”

Cassandra Loescher rose from her chair ready to object, thought better of it, and sat down.

“Would you explain that last remark, Dr. Fox? What do you mean: a very innocent child?”

There was something inherently kind about Clifford Fox, something that flickered unceasingly from beneath the shadows of his melancholy eyes. No matter how often he had been deceived and disappointed by what they became as adults, he could always find something to hope for in children. He smiled at me.

“Did you ever read  Robinson Crusoe  as a boy?”

I thought he was going to describe Danny as isolated and alone, without skill or training. “But Robinson Crusoe was a well-educated man, with a knowledge of all the principles of modern science at his disposal. Danny can’t read.”

“No, Mr. Antonelli. He’s not like Robinson Crusoe; he’s like Friday. He has no education, but he isn’t for that reason stupid, and he knows how to survive in the situation in which he finds himself. Reverse it: not Robinson Crusoe on the island, Friday in London, and you have something close to what I mean.”

He had my attention, and more importantly, that of the jury.

Clifford Fox was a marvel of sense and intuition who had listened to the murmurs of a childlike heart and turned them into a blood-chilling account of human indifference and utter depravity. More even than the story he told, the innocence of the manner in which he told it concentrated your mind. You could almost see the burning cigarettes shoved against Danny’s pale skin; you would have sworn you could hear at least the echoes of his screams, until you learned that the screaming only made them want to do it more. Then you heard the silence, and the silence itself became unendurable.

Asking questions, moving him first in one direction, then another, I kept Fox on the stand until he had told the jury everything he had managed to put together from the long hours he had spent talking quietly with the strange young man who sat next to me accused of murder. When he described the way Danny had been kept a prisoner, shackled to a metal frame bed, soiled in his own feces, or chained to a stake in the backyard and made to sleep outside in the dirt and cold, jurors wiped their eyes or used a handkerchief to blow their nose. If the trial had ended right then, that jury would have returned a unanimous verdict of not guilty before they had reached the door to the jury room. I asked one last question.

“Dr. Fox, based on your examination, is the defendant, in your professional opinion, capable of an act of murder?”

It called for a conclusion, an opinion about the ultimate issue in the case. I expected an objection, but Loescher did not rise to make one. Resting her chin on her folded hands, she watched the witness and tried to pretend that she had heard nothing new and that she was as certain of what she was doing as she had been before. I expected a one-word answer, but I did not get that either.

Shifting his weight to his other hip, Dr. Fox crossed his legs and leaned against the arm of the witness chair. “Not if you mean a planned, premeditated act of violence in which he deliberately set out to kill another human being.”

I tried to save it. “That is the definition of murder. Thank you, Dr. Fox,” I said as I sat down.

Fox had been on the stand answering my questions for three hours; in fifteen minutes Loescher managed to undo much of what I had managed to accomplish. Her first question played off my last.

“In other words, Dr. Fox, there are circumstances in which the defendant would be capable of an act of violence, correct?”

Fox raised his eyebrows the way he did at the end of every question, a signal that he was about to answer. “There are circumstances in which all of us are capable of acts of violence.”

With her arms folded in front of her, Loescher moved closer to the witness stand, a slightly amused expression on her mouth.

“Self-defense, for example? To protect himself from harm—or what he perceived to be a threat of harm?”

The eyebrows went up again. “Yes, of course. As I say—”

“So it would be your opinion, would it not, that if the defendant was somewhere he should not have been—a parking structure, for example—and were surprised there, thought that someone was going to harm him, he could in those circumstances commit an act of violence?”

“It’s possible, but—”

“According to your testimony,” she went on before he could finish, “the defendant was subjected to physical torture, sexual abuse, things worse than any of us have ever had to imagine, isn’t that correct?”

“Yes, there is no question—”

“And isn’t it also true, Dr. Fox, that people who are abused as children frequently engage in acts of abuse themselves? And isn’t it also true, Dr. Fox, that children who are subjected to the kind of violence you’ve described here today become not only capable of violence but turn out to be almost incapable of anything else?”

Fox held his ground. “Not this kind of violence,” he replied, sitting straight up. He shuddered with disgust. “No, that isn’t the way someone reacts to that kind of torture. Besides, you forget—”

“Dr. Fox, let me ask you—”

“Objection, your honor.” I was on my feet, pointing angrily at Loescher. “She didn’t let the witness finish his answer.”

Bingham looked at Loescher. Loescher looked at the witness.

The witness looked at Bingham. “You may finish what you started to say,” said the judge.

“I was going to say two things. First, the reaction to the kind of long-term, systematic torture to which the defendant was subjected is fear, not aggression. Second, his feelings of weakness and vulnerability were intensified by his isolation. You have to remember: This is someone who has never been to school, never been around other children, around other people except the ones who abused him.”

Cardinal Richelieu said that give him any seven sentences a man had ever uttered and he could have him condemned; Loescher could have done it with five. She took Fox’s answer as if it was what she had wanted to hear all along.

“I see,” she said, raising her eyebrows in turn. “He was isolated, ignorant and vulnerable and afraid. Correct?”

“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “Exactly.”

Peering down at her midnight blue high heel shoes, that same irritating amused expression returned to her mouth. “Exactly,” she repeated, savoring the word as if it had a value only she understood. “And when you say vulnerable, you mean, don’t you, someone easily taken advantage of, someone without the ability to distinguish between those who mean him well and those who mean him ill?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

She looked down again and repeated this word as well. “And because he was never around other children, because he’s never been around other people, he would be more eager to please someone he thought might be a friend, someone he thought he could trust, someone he thought wouldn’t hurt him?”

“Yes, without question.”

“Without question,” she repeated, moving one shoe slightly ahead of the other. “So, if Mr. Antonelli is right—if there is someone behind both the murder of Judge Jeffries and Judge Griswald, someone able to convince others to do the killing for him—someone as vulnerable, as susceptible to suggestion as the defendant would be the perfect candidate, would he not?”

“No, you don’t—”

Whirling away, she jabbed her finger toward the defendant and talked right over the witness. “He could have killed Judge Griswald because he was caught doing something he shouldn’t have done, or he could have killed him because someone told him to, or he could have killed him for a thousand other strange reasons and there is nothing in your training, your experience, or your psy-chological evaluation of the defendant that can tell us otherwise, is there?” she demanded.

Fox waited until he was sure she was done. “I’m not sure Danny could kill anyone, even in self-defense.”

She rounded on him, staring hard as she drew herself up to her full height. “You didn’t say that at the beginning. Would you like to have the court reporter read back your testimony—the part where you said there were circumstances in which everyone is capable of violence?”

” ‘Acts of violence,’ ” I corrected without rising from my chair.

Loescher looked at me, a blank expression on her face, then looked up at the bench.

“An ‘act of violence’ suggests a single, perhaps unique, event;

‘capable of violence’ suggests a disposition. Dr. Fox said ‘acts of violence,’ your honor. Perhaps Ms. Loescher would like the court reporter to read it back to her,” I said, parrying her false smile with one of my own.

She had made her point, and I had made mine; she moved immediately to something else. “You never saw John Smith—the defendant—until some time after he was brought into custody, correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“When you first saw him, he was clean-shaven, with short hair like he has now, wearing clean clothing, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Are you aware of what he looked like when he was first brought in? Are you aware that he had long greasy hair, a long, filthy beard, with rags for clothing and cardboard stuffed into his shoes because the soles were falling off?”

“That’s my understanding.”

“Is it also your understanding that his body was covered with vermin, that there was lice in his hair, as well as other places; that he was so infested, so filthy, that his clothes had to be cut off and he had to be deloused—fumigated? Isn’t it true, Dr. Fox, that the defendant—who sits here today in a navy blue suit and tie, looking like a young professional—was living like an animal?”

Fox nodded sadly. “That’s my understanding, yes.”

“Like an animal,” she repeated, casting a sidelong glance toward the jury as she returned to her place at the counsel table.

It was one of the most effective cross-examinations I had ever seen, and it changed everything. I had planned to call the defendant as the next witness for the defense. It was all supposed to be very straightforward. The psychologist would provide a sketch of what Danny’s life had been like, and then, with Danny on the stand, the jurors could see for themselves how timid and harmless he really was and how eager to please. But Loescher had used the words of my own witness to show that precisely that vulnerability, that eagerness to please, could have led him to kill in exactly the way I had suggested. She had done to me what I had tried to do to her: taken the strength of my case and turned it into what now seemed a weakness. She was good—far better than I had imagined—and I was in trouble, serious trouble. The only thing I was sure of was that I could not afford to let her subject Danny to that kind of withering cross-examination. If I called him at all, it would be at the very end, the last witness for the defense, and only then if I had no other choice.

“Your honor,” I said, rising from my chair as I weighed all this in my mind, “the defense calls Asa Bartram.”

Wearing an expensively tailored double-breasted gray pin-stripe suit, Jonah Micronitis stepped inside the courtroom, took a careful look around, and then went back outside. A moment later, the doors opened again and with Micronitis right behind him, Asa Bartram started up the aisle. Micronitis caught my eye, nodded, and pushed his way into a seat in the first row. He turned around and faced the back, his small head moving from side to side, keeping a watch on everyone, ready for the first sign of trouble.

“Mr. Bartram,” I began, “you’ve been a lawyer for how many years?”

He cocked his head and tugged on a shank of his snow white hair. A good-natured smile creased his craggy face and his pale blue eyes twinkled. “More years than I want to remember.”

“More than forty?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of law have you practiced during that time: civil or criminal?”

“Mainly civil.”

“When you say civil, do you mean civil litigation, personal injury cases, that sort of thing?” I asked as I stood behind the counsel table.

“No, not really. I did some of that early on, but my practice is more of what you might call business law: real estate, com-mercial transactions.”

“And when you said ‘mainly civil’ did you mean to imply that you also did some criminal work?”

“Only at the very beginning. When you’re just starting out,”

he said with a nostalgic smile, “you pretty much do everything.”

I edged my way toward the front of the table. “When is the last time you took a case—civil or criminal—to trial?”

“As I say, my practice is largely a business—”

“The last time?” I insisted.

He really did not know. “Thirty years or so, I guess.”

“When was the last time you handled a criminal case—not whether you took it to trial, Mr. Bartram—the last time you represented someone charged with a crime?”

He shrugged. “I suppose about the same: thirty years or so.”

I took a step toward him. “But didn’t you represent Elliott Winston twelve years ago on a charge of attempted murder?”

He planted both feet on the floor, wrapped each of his large, heavily veined hands around the ends of the arms of the chair, and wagged his head. “No, that’s not exactly right. I only agreed to represent him for the purpose of a hearing. I never agreed to be his lawyer.”

I took another step closer. “I don’t think I understand. You represented him at a hearing, but you did not agree to be his lawyer?”

Bending forward, he laced his fingers together and pressed his thumbs. “There wasn’t going to be anything else, just the hearing. Everybody knew he was going to be sent to the state hospital. The hearing was just a formality, but there had to be one and he had to have a lawyer. I did it as a favor.”

“A favor to Elliott Winston?”

“No,” he replied, shaking his head.

“A favor to his wife?”

He looked at me, beginning for the first time to suspect that I was after something beyond the mere fact that Elliott Winston had been declared insane in a duly constituted judicial proceeding.

“No, not his wife.”

“A favor to Calvin Jeffries?” I asked, one foot on the step below the witness stand. “You did it as a favor to the judge—because he asked you to—isn’t that true?”

“Yes. Calvin—I mean Judge Jeffries—asked me to.”

“He wasn’t the judge in the case though, was he?”

“No, he wasn’t.”

“Do you remember who the judge was in that case?”

“Yes. Quincy Griswald.”

“At the time this happened, Calvin Jeffries was the presiding circuit court judge, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“And in those days, the office of the presiding circuit court judge was in charge of assigning cases, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, I believe that was how it was done then.”

“In other words, the fact that Judge Griswald and not some other judge had the case was no accident, was it?”

He looked at me, wondering how far I was going to go.

“Let’s save ourselves some time, Mr. Bartram. This case—this hearing on the question of whether Elliott Winston was insane so a plea of guilty but insane could be admitted—this case was fixed, wasn’t it?”

“Fixed?” he blustered. “No, of course not! What do you mean—

fixed?”

“You say you did this as a favor to Calvin Jeffries. Why did he ask you, instead of any one of a hundred other attorneys, any one of whom by your own admission was far more experienced in the criminal law? Why do you think he did that? Because he knew he could always trust you—his former law partner and the man who continued to take care of his financial dealings—to do what you were asked without asking any questions?”

Before he could answer, Loescher objected: “Your honor, he’s attacking his own witness.”

“Let me rephrase the question,” I said without taking my eyes off the witness. “When you were asked to do this, what reason were you given?”

“Calvin—Judge Jeffries—told me that there was no question Winston had gone out of his mind, and that he needed to be in the hospital where he could get help.”

“And just why was he so concerned with what might happen to Elliott Winston as opposed to any other defendant?”

“Winston was a young lawyer, and Judge Jeffries had become quite fond of him.”

“Fond of his wife, too, wasn’t he?”

“Fond of both of them,” he replied.

Taking a step back, I looked over at the jury. “She eventually divorced Elliott Winston and married him, didn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“As a matter of fact, she and Judge Jeffries had been having an affair for some time before Elliott Winston was accused of a crime, weren’t they?”

“I don’t know,” he replied with a lawyer’s caution.

“As a matter of fact, they—Judge Jeffries and Elliott Winston’s wife—gave him every reason to suspect she was having an affair, but having it with someone else, didn’t they?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” he insisted.

“As a matter of fact,” I went on, my eyes still on the jury, “they made him so convinced of it—drove him so crazy with the thought of it—that he was charged with attempting to murder the man they made him think she was sleeping with, didn’t they?”

“I don’t know why he thought what he did.”

I stopped and turned around until we were face-to-face. “But you must have some idea. There must have been something about it in the psychiatric report, some explanation of why he did what he did?”

Asa wearily shook his head. “It was a long time ago.”

“So long ago that you’ve forgotten the name of the victim?

That certainly must have been mentioned in the report.”

“No,” he replied with a faint smile. “I certainly remember that.”

“Tell us who it was,” I said, turning back to the jury. “Who did Elliott Winston think was sleeping with his wife? Who did Elliott Winston attempt to murder?”

“You. Joseph Antonelli. You’re the one he tried to kill.”

“Yes,” I said, wheeling around. “That’s what he was accused of: attempted murder. Would it surprise you to know I never thought he really intended to kill me? I don’t think he would have fired the gun if I hadn’t tried to take it away from him. But tell us, Mr. Bartram—because you read it—what did the psychiatric report say about that? What did it say about what he thought he was doing, what he really intended to do?”

Asa turned up the palms of his hands. “As I told you: It was such a long time ago. I’m sorry, but I just don’t remember now.”

I walked quickly to the counsel table, opened a file folder, and ran my finger down a typed list.

“Would the clerk please hand the witness what has been marked defense exhibit 109?”

The clerk found the exhibit, a large manila envelope, and brought it to the witness.

“Would you please open that and remove the file folder inside.” When he had done what I asked, he looked up. “Now would you open the file and tell us what it is.”

It was the court file in the case of  State v. Elliott Winston,  the file that contained the official record of the proceedings that led to the official determination that Elliott Winston was insane and should be committed to the state hospital for a period not to exceed the maximum sentence which he could have been made to serve in the state prison.

“Would you please take out of the file the psychiatric report which formed the basis for the court’s finding.”

Asa fumbled through the documents until he found it. He held up another, smaller, manila envelope. “It’s under seal.”

“Open it.”

“Your honor!” Loescher protested. “It’s under seal. It can’t be opened.”

“It can be opened if the court so orders, your honor. And there is no reason not to. This is a murder trial, and whether or not that report should have been under seal in the first place, keeping it there doesn’t serve to protect the vital interests of anyone.”

Bingham considered it for a moment and then agreed.

“Go ahead,” I told Asa. “Open it.”

He hesitated, and he kept hesitating. “Here,” I said, ripping it out of his hand. I tore it open and pulled out a typed document, stapled at the corner. I shoved it in front of his face. “Read it.

Read it out loud. Read the report that was used to find Elliott Winston insane.”

He would not look at it, and I read it for him. It was the daily court docket, dated the day Elliott Winston had his hearing. There had never been a psychiatric report. There had never been a psychiatric evaluation. Elliott Winston had been adjudicated insane for no other reason than because Calvin Jeffries had wanted it that way.

 

Twenty-nine

_______

What would you have done if there had been a psychiatric evaluation?” Howard Flynn wanted to know, surprised and a little troubled by the chance I had taken. “You couldn’t have known they never did one.”

I watched out the passenger-side window the river and the mountain fall farther away as we drove up the hill to the hospital. Scattered across the blue high-arching sky, great billowing clouds had turned the color of copper dust; down below in the city, reflected off the glass-walled buildings, the late afternoon sun painted everything behind it a black-edged gold as it ran reluctantly ahead, chased by the soft summer night.

“I’m sorry about what I said. It was unforgivable,” I said, looking across at Flynn.

He kept his eyes on the curving road, the only response a slight change in the way he tilted his head, a gesture meant to let me know that it was not important.

“I knew what was inside,” I remarked as the car approached the front of the hospital.

“How could you know that?”

“I read the file.”

He brought the car to a stop. “That part was under seal.”

“It’s just a little adhesive,” I said as I gathered up my attache case, the one Jennifer had given me, and opened the door.

“Then you just resealed it?” He shook his head at the sheer simplicity of it.

“It was hard to believe that even Jeffries would go that far,” I explained. “I had to be sure.” I ran my finger along the letters of my name, engraved on the narrow brass plate, as I thought about what had happened in court and what had happened twelve years before. “Makes you wonder,” I said, looking at Flynn as I started to get out, “which of them was really insane.”

I had to wait a long time to see the doctors, and I stayed with Jennifer until I was told I had to leave, but Flynn was still there, sitting on a bench, smoking a cigarette. I asked him if he had another, and without a word he reached inside his sport coat pocket and pulled out a crumpled pack. The smoke caught halfway down my throat and made me cough. I let the cigarette tumble from between my fingers and crushed it out with the heel of my shoe.

“They’re still running tests,” I reported, trying to sound encouraged. “More tomorrow.”

Flynn took one last drag on his cigarette, stomped it out with his foot, and stood up.

“Why don’t I take you home. You need to get some sleep.

You’ve been running on nothing but nervous energy.”

I did not want to go home; I was afraid to go home. All night the night before I had been chased by ghosts of my own invention, maddening thoughts about what I could have done to stop all this from happening. I had not slept at all and had not even tried.

“Listen, why don’t we get something to eat,” I suggested as we walked to where he had parked the car. “There are some things we need to talk about—to get ready for tomorrow.”

He knew it was not true, but he went along with it as if it was. We had a sandwich and a bowl of soup in a diner I had never heard of, and when he offered to take me by the house to get a change of clothes and spend the night at his place I accepted with an eagerness that surprised even myself. First we stopped at the jail.

“I told Danny I’d come by,” Flynn explained as we waited for the jailer to open the metal door. “If I didn’t show up, he might start to wonder if he could trust me.”

I sat next to him every day in court, and except when I wanted by some gesture, some apparent word of encouragement, to convince the jury I believed in his innocence, barely noticed he was there. He had neither the mannerisms of a child, nor the idio-syncrasies of an adult; his face had none of the physical features that reveal the character, the essential lines of what we are: He was a blank page on which nothing permanent had yet been written.

We did not stay long.

“Just came by to say hello,” Flynn said cheerfully when he was brought in.

Danny greeted him with a drowsy smile. “Hello, Howard.”

Flynn smiled back. “Just had dinner, didn’t you?”

“It was good,” he replied as he turned to me. “Hello, Mr. Antonelli. Do I get dressed up again tomorrow?”

“Want a different tie?”

He seemed alarmed, and I realized he thought it meant having to give up the one he had. “Then you’ll have two you can choose from.”

He brightened immediately. “Sure. I’d like that.”

When we left the jail and drove through the city to Flynn’s apartment, it was almost completely dark. Under the blue-black sky, a scarlet haze hung low on the horizon, the last light till morning.

Flynn made up a bed for me on the bulky tattered sofa in his makeshift study, while I stood in the doorway, glancing furtively at the aging picture of his long-dead son.

“I really am sorry about what I said.”

Holding a pillow under his chin, he tugged on the dull white pillowcase. “I know you are,” he grunted. “Let it go. Things get said. They don’t mean anything.”

He gave the pillowcase one last pull. “There, that should do it,” he said, plopping it into place at the far end of the couch.

A wry grin spread across his broad, heavy mouth. “What did you expect: a mint on your pillow?”

I followed him back into the kitchen. The cat heard us coming and, before Flynn could grab him, jumped off the table and ran for cover.

“Stupid cat won’t give up: thinks there has to be something to eat in that bowl,” he growled, nodding toward the wax fruit and glass grapes.

Things I had forgotten that yesterday seemed important started to come back into focus. “You must have called Asa’s office. That’s why Jonah came to court with him,” I said as we sat down at the gray Formica table.

“Strange little bastard,” Flynn observed. “When I told him Bartram’s life might be in danger, he laughed. Said he thought you were nuts. Swear to God—that’s what he said. He wasn’t happy about the subpoena. He didn’t think you had any business taking up the old man’s time to come over and testify that he’d made a court appearance for some screwball a dozen years ago.”

“That sounds like him. I wonder what he thinks now, after he heard what good old Asa helped Jeffries do.” I remembered the other call I’d asked him to make. “Did you reach Jeffries’s widow?”

“There was no answer,” he replied. “I left a message, but she never called back. Maybe she’s out of town.”

“She better be back by morning,” I said, stretching my arms.

“She’s my next witness.”

Flynn got up to get a bottle of milk out of the refrigerator.

“What are you going to ask her?”







I asked her a question a gentleman would never ask; I got an answer no lady would ever give.

“Tell me, Mrs. Jeffries,” I asked the next morning as soon as she had been sworn in as a witness, “did you and I ever sleep together?”

Jean Jeffries was not a young woman anymore, but in a gray jacket and an ankle-length skirt she was, if anything, more beautiful than when I had first met her, years before, the wife of Elliott Winston. Even then she had been a little too sure of herself.

“Why?” she asked with a taunting glance. “Don’t you remember?”

Standing at the corner of the counsel table, I stared back at her. “I’m sure I would have, Mrs. Jeffries. I take it your answer is no. Which brings me to my next question. Why did your husband—your first husband—think we had?”

“Because he was a very sick man. You of all people should know that, Mr. Antonelli. He tried to kill you, didn’t he?”

“So there was no basis in reality for his belief that you were having an affair?”

“No, of course not.”

“But he was so convinced of it, so convinced you were having an affair with me, that he tried to kill me?”

“Apparently.”

“Because he was crazy?”

“He was sick.”

“Isn’t it true, Mrs. Jeffries,” I asked, searching her eyes, “that the reason Elliott thought we were having an affair is because Calvin Jeffries told him we were?”

“No, of course not. Calvin wouldn’t have—”

“And isn’t it true, Mrs. Jeffries, that he did that because he wanted to keep him from finding out that you were actually having an affair with him?” I asked with a scathing glance.

She sat on the edge of the witness chair, her hands held rigid in her lap, her long-lashed eyes flashing, speechless anger the only answer she could give.

I walked toward the jury, my arms folded, my eyes lowered, trying to get myself back under control. “How often did you visit your husband when he was first sent to the state hospital?” I asked quietly. There was no answer, and still staring down at the floor I repeated the question.

“I didn’t visit him there,” she said, clearing her throat.

“I’m not sure everyone could hear that. Would you please say it again?”

“I didn’t visit him there,” she said more loudly, and more irritably.

“And your children—Elliott’s children—how often have they been to visit their father in the twelve years he has been locked up in that place?”

My head bowed, I listened to the silence and felt something of the loneliness Elliott must have known. Then I felt something else and turned on Jeffries’s wife with a rage I barely recognized as my own.

“You never allowed them to see their father, did you? You were afraid of what might happen—afraid of what he might tell them—

weren’t you?”

Her hands, clutched tight together, began to tremble. “I was afraid of what he might do! I’m still afraid of what he might do!”

“Afraid he might harm you?—harm your children?”

“Yes.”

“Because he’s threatened you?—written letters threatening you?”

“Yes.”

“Because of what you and Calvin Jeffries did to him?”

“We did nothing to him,” she insisted.

“You never went to see him, you divorced him, you married Calvin Jeffries, and then the two of you took away his children so Calvin Jeffries could adopt them and call them his own, but,”

I added, glaring at her, “you can say ‘we did nothing to him’? You did everything to him, and you know it, and you know what he’s done because of it, don’t you? He’s managed to kill your husband, hasn’t he? And you know who he’s coming after next, don’t you?”

Loescher was screaming an objection, trying to make herself heard over the bedlam that had broken out as the courtroom exploded in noise and confusion.

“You knew that Calvin Jeffries fixed it so that Elliott would be sent to the state hospital, didn’t you?” I shouted while Bingham was trying to quiet the courtroom.

“Calvin did it for me,” she shouted back. “I didn’t want Elliott to go to prison!”

All the noise had stopped as everyone suddenly turned to hear what she said. Her voice reverberated off the silent square walls of the courtroom and then slowly faded away. I stood a few feet from her, my hands in my pockets, and watched as her head sank down between her shoulders and she began to rub her hands together.

“So you both knew—you and Calvin Jeffries—that Elliott didn’t need to go to the state hospital, because you knew—didn’t you?—

that he was never really insane.”

She lifted her head and stopped rubbing her hands. “No, that’s not what I meant. What I meant to say was that—”

Waving my hand in the air, I turned away, cutting her off before she could finish. “No more questions of this witness, your honor.”

I had shown anger and contempt; Loescher made a show of boredom and indifference. She got to her feet, managing to make even that seem an effort, then shook her head and sighed. Facing the witness with an apologetic smile, she asked two or three questions designed to underscore the fact that the widow of Judge Jeffries had no knowledge about either the defendant or the murder of Quincy Griswald. Then, when she was finished, she looked at me with a puzzled expression and shook her head again, as if she was trying to understand what in the world I thought I was doing wasting the jury’s time like this. Smiling smugly to herself, she sat down.

There were only two witnesses left to call, unless I decided finally to call the defendant himself. One of them was waiting in the hall; the other one was supposedly on his way to the courthouse. I wondered if Elliott Winston would ever actually arrive.

“The defense calls Dr. Melvin Friedman,” I announced before the wife of Calvin Jeffries had reached the door at the back of the courtroom. If the name of her former husband’s doctor meant anything to her, she did not show it. With her head held high she opened the door and let herself out, as certain as she had ever been that every eye was still on her.

With an armload of file folders, Dr. Friedman, a nervous twitch at the corner of his mouth, pushed through the gate in the railing at the front of the courtroom. In doubt what to do with the documents he carried, he looked up at the judge. Bingham smiled, nodded to his clerk, waited until she had relieved Friedman of his burden, and smiled again.

“Dr. Friedman,” I asked, “you’re here under subpoena, correct?”

He tugged on the lapel of his lightweight tan sports jacket, then straightened his slacks. “Yes, that’s correct,” he said, pulling his shirt cuff.

“You were also served with a subpoena duces tecum, requiring that you produce certain documents in court today. Do you have those documents with you?”

“Yes. The clerk has them,” he replied, pulling on the other cuff.

“There is a patient at the state hospital by the name of Chester MacArthur?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have his file with you?”

“That was one of the ones I was told to bring.”

The clerk, at my instruction, handed him the file.

“Chester MacArthur was a high school history teacher who thought he was a soldier in Vietnam, and he murdered a man—

an insurance salesman, I believe—who was walking to his car in a parking structure because MacArthur thought he was Vietcong.

Am I right, Dr. Friedman?”

Clutching the file on his lap, Friedman agreed.

“He hid in the garage, waiting, and then slashed his throat with a knife, didn’t he?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Leaning against the front edge of the table, I pointed toward the file he was holding. “Can you tell us if during his incarcera-tion in the state hospital Chester MacArthur has ever been let out?”

He did not need to check; he had already done it—checked and no doubt double-checked—after I obtained a court order compelling him to show me what was in MacArthur’s file.

“During a period of eight months he participated in a standard community release program. This is part of a supervised effort to help patients make the transition back into society,” he explained to the jury.

“How often was he let out under this program?”

“Patients are let out three days every other week at the beginning, gradually increasing to a week at a time, sometimes longer, depending on how well they adjust to life outside.”

“MacArthur is no longer in that program, is he?”

“No. He found it too difficult. He didn’t think he was ready yet.”

I told Dr. Friedman the date on which Quincy Griswald had been killed. “Chester MacArthur was out then, wasn’t he?”

Opening the file, Friedman fumbled through the pages. “Yes, he was.” He held his finger on the page as he looked up. “He was out for two weeks that time.”

“It was the last time, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s right, it was, but—”

“This release program: Isn’t that the same program Jacob Whittaker was on?” Friedman seemed to hesitate. “You were asked to bring that file as well. If you need to consult it, I’ll have the clerk give it to you.”

“No, that’s right,” he said, nodding abruptly. “It was the same program.”

“Only Jacob Whittaker didn’t come back, did he? He murdered Calvin Jeffries and then killed himself, didn’t he?”

Pressing his lips together, Friedman looked down at his hands.

“I’m afraid so.” His head bounced up. “But there’s no reason to think that Chester MacArthur did the same thing.”

“They were both in the forensic ward of the state hospital, weren’t they? And both of them had killed before, hadn’t they?”

Before he could respond, I added, “And both of them were there with Elliott Winston, weren’t they?”

“We have hundreds of patients in the forensic ward, many of them in that transition program we were just discussing.”

“What is Chester MacArthur’s middle name, Dr. Friedman?”

“William.”

“Does anyone ever call him Billy?”

It seemed to surprise him that I knew. “Yes. It’s the name he prefers. He doesn’t like the name Chester. He thinks it’s too formal. His father insisted on always calling him that. He associates it with authority.”

“Elliott Winston calls him Chester, doesn’t he?”

Friedman shrugged. “You may be right. I really don’t know.”

“You don’t know? I see. Well, tell us this: How long does someone have to be a patient at the state hospital before they become eligible for this release program we were talking about?”

He wanted to make it sound as safe as he could. “Quite a long time. A patient would have to be very near the end of the time for which he had been committed, and even then only if he was not considered a danger to others. Unfortunately,” he added, deciding to bring it up before I did, “in the case of Jacob Whittaker a mistake was made. When you’re dealing with the human mind you’re dealing with something that is always going to be something of a mystery.”

Pushing away from the table, I closed the distance between us until I was just a step away. “But it’s not such a mystery that you don’t routinely decide which people are sane and which are not, is it?”

“I meant the individual case, trying to decide precisely what is wrong with someone who isn’t sane, and what can be done to help them.”

“Elliott Winston: What is precisely wrong with him?”

Knitting his brow, Friedman slowly nodded. “Paranoid schizophrenia.”

“Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure of that?” I asked, staring hard at him. “Whatever may or may not be wrong with Elliott Winston, Dr. Friedman, he’s different from the other patients at the state hospital, isn’t he?”

“In what way?”

“More intelligent.”

“He’s quite intelligent, that’s true,” he answered cautiously.

“Quite intelligent? This isn’t a staff meeting, Dr. Friedman.

This isn’t some academic seminar on abnormal psychology. This is a court of law, and you’re under oath. Elliott Winston is more intelligent than any patient you have, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he is.”

“And he’s the most interesting case you have, isn’t he?”

“Well, I don’t know if I can … But, yes, he’s an extremely interesting case.”

“Within that group—that collection of mentally disturbed people—some of them would no doubt be particularly susceptible to suggestion, wouldn’t they? Made to believe that certain things were true, even though they weren’t; made to believe it the same way we believe in certain things, the things we’re willing to die for?”

He tried to dismiss it. “Well, I think that’s going a little far.”

“Do you? You’ve read about Islamic Fundamentalists who blow themselves up in a terrorist attack. Would you describe that as the act of a completely sane man?”

“No, of course not.”

“What about a Russian Communist who confessed to a crime he did not commit because he was convinced it was the only way he had left to serve the Communist cause? Insane?”

“Yes, I’d certainly say so,” he replied, nodding his head nervously.

“An American soldier who throws himself on a live grenade to save the lives of other soldiers: insane?”

“Well, no, that’s completely different,” he said, shifting uneasily in the witness chair.

“You treat the mentally ill. Through therapy, through medication, you try to establish—reestablish—some stability, some structure to the way they think, correct?”

“Yes, that’s what we try to do.”

“And isn’t an important part of that properly functioning mental structure what I think you call a coherent belief system?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“If I could make you believe the world is flat, you probably wouldn’t be going on any very long boat trips, would you?”

“No, probably not,” he admitted, as he began to relax.

“And if I convinced you that Calvin Jeffries, or Quincy Griswald, was the worst human being alive and that you would never be safe until the one or the other was dead, that might give you a reason to kill, wouldn’t it?”

I was finished with him, but Cassandra Loescher knew right where to begin. With an impish grin, she looked first at Friedman, and then at the jury. “Is the world flat, Dr. Friedman?”

“No,” he said, relieved to be talking to someone sane.

“And is there anything Mr. Antonelli could do to convince you that it is?” He was certain I could not. “Are there many patients in the forensic ward of the state hospital who believe the earth is flat?”

“Not too many.”

“So there are limits to how far even a person with Mr. Antonelli’s fevered imagination could convince someone of something that wasn’t true?”

I could have objected, but I let it pass. There was one question I had left to ask.

“Tell us, Dr. Friedman,” I asked on redirect. “Is there a telephone in the ward, one that a patient could use to call out?”

“There’s a pay phone. Patients can use it if they have permission.”

“Do you have another witness?” Bingham asked after Friedman was excused.

“Yes, your honor. The defense intends to call Elliott Winston.”

Bingham looked at the clock on the back wall of the courtroom and then motioned for Loescher and me to approach.

“Do you know if he’s here yet?” he asked me at the side of the bench. “The hospital called just before we started this morning and said they had just left. He should be here by now.”

I did not know why they had not arrived, and I did not want to talk about what I was afraid might have happened.

“It’s almost noon anyway,” Bingham observed, making up his mind what he was going to do. “We’ll recess for lunch and start again at one-thirty. He certainly should be here by then.”

He was about to let us go, then thought of something else. “Is this going to be it? Is he your last witness?”

I was not ready to make a final decision. “Unless I call the defendant.”

“Understood,” he replied. “How long do you think this witness is going to take? Can you finish with him today?”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” I assured him.

“Then if you don’t call the defendant …” He looked at Loescher. “Any rebuttal witnesses? I won’t hold you to it,” he added when she appeared reluctant to answer.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“Then we could have this to the jury before the end of the day tomorrow. Good.”

With a brief explanation that the defense would call its next witness after lunch, Bingham gave the jury the admonitions they had now heard a dozen different times and excused them until court reconvened at one-thirty.







As soon as the jury was gone, all I wanted to do was to get away from the courthouse and from anyone who might want to ask me about the trial. More than anything, I wanted to be left alone. Something was going to happen and I did not know what it was. All I knew was that waiting for me on the other side of the next hour and a half was the strangest witness and the most important courtroom examination of my life.

Unless Elliott Winston did not come at all. Where was he, and what was taking so long? As I walked across the dark-shaded park on my way to the privacy and solitude of my own office, I began to think about what it must have been like for him, being driven here to the city where he had lived, to the courthouse where he had practiced law. I tried to imagine what was going through his head, let out of the hospital for the first time, that dismal, desolate place that had become the only world he knew, revisiting his life twelve years after it had been taken away from him. He would notice the way the city had changed, the way it had spread out over the other side of the river, the way the buildings downtown crowded out the light. More vivid than anything that was actually in front of his eyes, he would see the face of his wife, the way she looked the last time he had seen her, young and beautiful, cold and duplicitous, the mother of his children, the whore of the man he had trusted, the man he had revered. How could he not want to kill her?

A woman I did not know was waiting in the outer office. I was too preoccupied to notice much about her except that she had a soft round face and open, friendly eyes. Helen grabbed the stack of accumulated telephone messages and caught up with me as I dropped into the leather chair behind my desk. When she saw the look in my eye, she changed her mind.

“These can wait,” she said as she sat down on the front edge of the armchair across from me. “You need to get some rest,” she went on with a worried smile.

“Who is that?” I asked, motioning toward the doorway. “I can’t see anyone now. I have to be back in court in an hour. I don’t have the time, and even if I did …”

Helen had the expression of someone who does not know what to do. “Her name is Mrs. Lewis. She’s been here for an hour. She said she knew you a long time ago and she just wanted to say hello.”

“I don’t know her,” I said honestly.

“She seems like a very nice person. She’s visiting a friend of hers and saw your name in the paper and just wanted to say hello.

I’m sure she doesn’t want more than a few minutes.”

If I didn’t do it, Helen was going to have to get rid of her, and for all her hard surface toughness, Helen hated to be rude.

I relented, and began to regret it as soon as Mrs. Lewis appeared in the doorway and I got a clear look at her. I had never seen her in my life. I was certain of it.

“What can I do for you, Mrs. Lewis?” I asked in a perfunctory tone.

She smiled a little, then she smiled a little more. “There’s no reason for you to remember me, Mr. Antonelli. It was years ago.

You helped my mother once, and when I read your name in the paper—this trial you’re in—I thought it was about time I said thanks. You helped me, too.”

I turned up my hands, embarrassed that I did not remember her or her mother.

“You defended my mother when she was charged with the same thing my father was doing to me. My mother was Janet Larkin.”

I forgot all about the trial and about Elliott Winston. “You’re Janet Larkin’s daughter?” I asked, astonished.

“Amy,” she reminded me. “Amy Lewis now.” She laughed a husky, full-throated laugh. “Amy Lewis for going on quite a while.”

“You’re married?” I asked with a kind of stupid surprise, as if it had happened just last week and I should somehow have known.

“Two children,” she added with a certain matronly pride.

I leaned back in my chair and looked at her, shaking my head at how perfectly normal, how wonderfully well adjusted she seemed to be. “I used to worry about you. I wondered what was going to happen to you … after everything.”

A shadow crossed over her eyes, a hint of the secret I had once forced her to share with a courtroom full of strangers, and I wondered if it was a secret she had shared with anyone since. I did not ask.

“I’ve had a very good life,” she said.

Her smile was muted now, and for a while she did not say anything more. She let her eyes roam around the room, past the shelves filled with law books and the windows that gave a view of the city and the river and beyond that of the mountain that somehow gave a sense of permanence to all the transitory things that happened below it.

“It might not have been such a good life if you hadn’t saved my mother. She died two years ago, and I think I only started to realize then how much I owed her, and how much she went through because of me.”

“What happened to … ?”

“My father? I don’t know. After the trial I never saw him again.

He moved away—somewhere—I don’t know.”

“And your brother?”

A faraway look came into her eyes. “It wasn’t true, you know: what he said about my mother. Poor Gerald. It was all he could think to do; the only way he thought he could get us all back together.” Her gaze came back into focus. “That was the worst part of all of it. He knew it was a lie, but he could never bring himself to admit it, and the longer he denied it, the more real it became for him until I think he actually believed it must have been true.”

Amy Larkin Lewis looked at me with the candid eyes of a woman who had learned more painfully than most that the past is never really gone. “Sometimes I think it was my fault; then I remember how young I was. It doesn’t seem fair, does it? That Gerald and my mother should have ended up paying the price for what my father did to me.”

It was not fair, but then, it was hard to think of many things that were.

We stood up and said goodbye. She noticed the photograph on the credenza, a picture of Jennifer and me, taken just a few weeks before. “Your wife? She’s very beautiful.”

There was no reason to correct her assumption. “Yes, she is.

I’ve known her since we were kids. The strange thing is,” I remarked as I walked her to the door, “that even though there were long periods of time when I didn’t remember her, I know now that even then I was still in love with her.”

I told her how glad I was she had come and watched her for a moment as she walked down the hallway to the elevator. When I closed the door and turned around, Helen was holding the phone, her hand cupped over the receiver, waiting.

“It’s the hospital,” she explained. “The doctor wants to talk to you.”

 


Thirty

_______

Iwas at the courthouse a half hour early. An old man with sharp-edged shoulders and a sunken chest hobbled into the courtroom ahead of me, a newspaper folded under his arm. He sat on the aisle in the last row, just inside the door. He was a fairly frequent visitor, sometimes the only spectator in the routine trials no one remembered the moment they were over. I had never known his name, but I had been told that he had spent a long life as a lawyer and did not know what to do with himself after he retired.

“Interesting case,” he remarked as I went past him.

I kept going, pretending not to hear, but then, perhaps because I felt something—a memory of something that had not yet happened to me—I stopped and turned around.

“You were a lawyer, weren’t you?” I asked, trying to seem interested.

His gray wispy eyebrows uncovered clear, fully lucent eyes.

“Until I was seventy-five, when a cabal of notorious and incompetent doctors conspired to deprive me of the only reason I had left to live.” With a bony finger he tapped his chest. “Heart,” he explained. “That was ten years ago,” he said. “I think the doctors are all dead now.”

He got to his feet and leaned on the bench in front of him.

“Now I just come and watch. I like trials. Every one of them is a different story; every one of them has an ending and you find out what happened.”

He was eager to talk to someone, another lawyer, someone who knew what he meant.

“Life isn’t like that. You don’t know when it’s going to end, and you don’t know what’s going to happen. In the trial, you know if you’ve won or if you lost. How do you ever know that outside a courtroom?”

A troubled expression in his eyes, he thought about his own question. Then, pulling himself up, he patted my arm. “Better get ready,” he said with an encouraging smile. “Interesting trial,” he added as I turned away and walked to the front of the otherwise empty courtroom.

From my chair at the counsel table I glanced back over my shoulder, but the old man was lost in his newspaper, reading perhaps the obituaries of just a few of the people he had managed to outlive. He was right in what he had said: Trials were stories, stories about other people’s lives, told in a way that made each part fit with every other, as if they had from the very beginning followed a single design and had come at the end to form a single, coherent whole. That is what I was: a storyteller who made sense out of the lives of other people and could not make any sense out of his own. I was the storyteller who had no story of his own to tell.

The door at the back of the courtroom squeaked open and I heard the sound of shuffling feet as someone else found a place on the spectator benches. A few minutes later the door opened again. It was Harper Bryce, notebook in hand, getting ready to jot down anything he thought essential for the story he was going to write for the readers of tomorrow morning’s paper. Five minutes later, at twenty past one, the first juror, careful not to glance in my direction, made her way to the jury room. The bailiff, an amiable deputy sheriff with a gray mustache, caught up with her and opened the door. The courtroom began to fill up, and the court reporter, getting ready for the afternoon, put a new spool of paper into her machine.

My mind was a blank, and I felt nothing, not even a vague curiosity about what was going to happen. I listened to the sounds made by the courtroom as it gradually came back to life, and the only thought I had was that like the old man who sat watching somewhere behind me this was what my life had always been and would always be, the endless repetition of one trial, one story, over and over again.

The courtroom was full, and the last juror had returned. The defendant had been brought in and put in the chair next to me.

Cassandra Loescher was sitting at the other end of the long, mahogany table, busily making notes to herself. The clerk, a generous-hearted woman waiting for retirement, took the place she had filled for the last twenty years. Everyone was where they were supposed to be. Like an old soldier, the bailiff drew himself up straight and tall and then issued the only command he knew.

“All rise,” he said. Before the words were out of his mouth, everyone was on their feet, waiting while Morris Bingham, eyes straight ahead, walked to the bench. Calvin Jeffries had walked that way as well, never looking around, but he had moved more quickly, like someone always in a hurry, trying to do two things at once.

Bingham nodded at the jury. “Good afternoon,” he said in his pleasant, muted-tone voice.

“Is the defense ready to call its next witness, Mr. Antonelli?”

he asked, turning his attention to me.

“Yes, your honor,” I said as I stood up. “The defense calls Elliott Winston.”

I stared at the double doors at the back of the courtroom, wondering if they would open and whether, if they did, Elliott Winston would walk through them. I waited, and I kept waiting, but there was nothing, not a sound. He had escaped, just as I had thought he would, and was perhaps right now alone in the elevator, on his way up to where the woman he hated had lived with the man he had killed. I turned around, ready to explain that my witness was missing and that in his absence the defense would now call the defendant himself.

“Your honor,” I began, but Bingham was looking over my head.

“I believe your witness has just arrived, Mr. Antonelli.”

Elliott Winston stood just inside the door while one of the two well-muscled orderlies who accompanied him removed the handcuffs that pinned his wrists behind his back. Elliott was dressed exactly the same way he had been the first time I saw him at the hospital: the threadbare suit that fit too tight, the frayed white shirt held together at the throat by the knot of the same off-center tie. The two orderlies leaned against the back wall while Elliott, rubbing his wrists, walked up the aisle with slow, methodical steps, gazing intently from side to side. His eyes never stopped moving, not when the clerk administered the oath, not when he first sat down on the witness chair. It was as if he was trying to impress on his mind the lasting image of every visible square inch of that courtroom and everything and everyone who was in it.

“Would you please state your name and spell your last for the record,” I asked.

He looked at me, but just for an instant, and then, with a flash of impatience, commenced another circuit of the room. When his eyes came back around they settled not on me, but on Cassandra Loescher.

“You’re the prosecutor in this case?” he asked, bending slightly toward her.

Startled at first, she quickly changed her expression to one of annoyance and looked to the bench for help.

“Mr. Winston,” Judge Bingham informed him in a quiet but firm voice, “witnesses answer the questions directed to them; they don’t ask them. But, yes, Ms. Loescher is the prosecutor in this case. Now please, answer the question Mr. Antonelli asked you.

Please state your full name and spell your last for the record.”

Elliott sat stiff and straight, an imperious look on his face. He treated Bingham’s request like the suggestion of a servant: something he might listen to but would under no circumstances acknowledge. He turned to me, propped his right elbow on the arm of the chair, placed his thumb under the side of his chin, and set both his index and his middle fingers against his cheekbone. A thought raced through his mind and left behind it a smile that darted over his mouth.

“My name is Elliott Lowell Winston,” he said finally, and then slowly spelled the last.

I glanced down at the file that lay open on the table.

“I believe the next question is ‘How are you employed?’ “

My head snapped up. The smile on his face, meant to appear officious, could not quite hide a certain sentimentality nor completely mask a kind of nostalgia.

“I’m not employed. I’m a member of the leisure class, which, as you know, is always, one way or the other, supported at state expense.”

“You’re an inmate at the state hospital.”

“That’s what I just said.”

“How long have you been there?” I asked as I closed the file.

“Twelve years, five months, three weeks, four days,” he said, in a harsh, almost brutal voice. He seemed to be proud of it, and ready to defy anyone who thought to disagree.

I worked my way along the back of the table, passing the defendant—poor, mystified Danny, who seemed amazed by this strange creature on the witness chair; passing Cassandra Loescher, who, despite herself, could not keep her eyes off Elliott Winston.

“Twelve years, five months, three weeks, four days,” I repeated aloud to myself as I paused at the far side of the counsel table and looked back across the oblique angle to the witness stand.

“How have you survived it all these years, knowing there was nothing wrong with you, nothing so serious that it could not have been cured with a little rest and a little weekly counseling with a good psychologist?”

He made no reply, and I could sense that he wondered what I knew.

“We know all about it, Elliott.” I leaned back against the front of the table and clasped my hands together. “We know that Calvin Jeffries arranged to have you sent to the state hospital; we know you were sent there without a psychiatric evaluation. And we know why he did it. We know he wanted you out of the way—

in a place where you could not do anything about it when he took your wife and took your children. What we don’t know is when you first figured it out, first understood that you weren’t going to be there for just a few months. That’s what he promised you, wasn’t it? That you’d go to the hospital and with the same kind of influence he used to get you there, get you out again, didn’t he?”

Dark with rage, his eyes burrowed into me. “I always knew I could trust the honorable Judge Jeffries!”

“When did you first understand that you had been deceived, that you weren’t going to be getting out of the hospital, not for twenty years or more?”

His hand came down from the side of his face and rested on his knee. He bent forward, his back still straight, a half smile, more enigmatic than any look I had ever seen, slashed across his face.

“I understood it the first time I saw him look at my wife; I didn’t know I understood it until I had been in the hospital for nearly half a year.” Not without a certain satisfaction, he noted the puzzled expression on my face. “When I realized she was never going to come to see me; when I was sent a copy of her divorce decree; when I was served with a notice that my rights as a parent were being terminated; when I found out that she had married Jeffries and they were going to give my children his name.

When I realized what they had done to me, then I saw everything in a different light. Looks, words, gestures took on a whole new meaning. The way they kissed each other when we said goodbye, the way he touched her—things I thought showed how fond he was of her—now showed me, when I remembered them, how much they wanted each other, how hard it was for them to keep their hands off each other.” His mouth curled down in disdain.

“I discovered, you see, that the past was not what I had thought it was. They changed it,” he added, as he moved his hand from his knee to the arm of the chair and again sat straight up.

“And what did you do then, when you realized that you had been betrayed?”

His eyes were cold, hard, mocking. “I thought about it.” He paused and inclined his head slightly to the side. “Does that surprise you? That I thought about it?” He shrugged his shoulders and threw up his hands. “What else was I going to do?” He leaned forward again and with a riveting glance suddenly beat his open hand on the wooden arm of the chair. “What else could I do?”

he shouted. “I’d been declared insane—I was living in an asylum, for God’s sake—what else was I going to do but think about it?

That’s all I’ve done for twelve years—think about it!”

“About what they had done to you?”

“Yes.”

“About what you were going to do to them?” I asked, trying to goad him into an admission I could use.

His head, rigid and erect, began to shudder and his eyes flashed with contempt. Then it stopped. “I thought about a lot of things,”

he said, the only expression left a smile so small I could barely see it just under his mustache at the corner of his mouth. “It did occur to me, I must admit,” he said, his voice hoarse and gut-tural, “that by having me declared insane they had also conferred upon me absolute immunity for any otherwise criminal acts I might care to commit.”

For the first time since he had taken the stand, he turned his head and looked at the jury. “I was a lawyer once,” he explained with a polite smile that was so close to the way Judge Bingham habitually acknowledged their presence, I wondered if it was deliberate.

He seemed to forget what he had wanted to say. “Gave you absolute immunity,” I reminded him.

“Yes,” he said, his eyes coming back around to me. “As you can imagine, with that thought I began to imagine all sorts of things. I was insane—the state said so—and no one would ever be able to hold me responsible for anything I did.” A shrewd glint came into his eyes. “In that sense—and maybe not just in that sense—I was like Calvin Jeffries, wasn’t I? Above, or at least outside, the law. Isn’t that what everyone wants? To do anything they want and not have to face any consequences for it?”

Pausing, he started to look around the courtroom again. “Do you still like doing this?” he asked, a pensive expression on his face. “Being a lawyer, trying cases in court? I should have listened to you when you tried to warn me about Jeffries,” he said, biting his lip while his eyes flared open. His mind was starting to wander back to the beginning of what had happened to him. “This was always where I wanted to end up,” he said, looking at me as he narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “In court, trying to convince a jury that I was right.”

He seemed to draw into himself. I moved down the length of the counsel table and stood at the end of it, closest both to the jury box and the witness stand. I pointed at Danny.

“Elliott,” I said quietly, “you’ve never seen him before, have you?”

He did not hear me, or if he did, he chose not to answer.

Whatever was going on in his tortured mind, he was now a prisoner to it. His eyes grew larger and even more intense, his neck bulged, and his shirt collar, too tight as it was, cut into his throat and his face turned red.

“Insanity confers immunity, but immunity is irrelevant when it is a question of self-defense,” he said, the words tumbling rapidly out of his mouth. “You’re entitled to take another’s life when they’re trying to take yours, aren’t you?” he asked, challenging me to disagree.

“Do you know him? Have you ever seen him before?” I asked insistently, pointing again at Danny.

Elliott glanced at the defendant, then looked back at me. “No, I’ve never seen him before,” he said impatiently. “It would be self-defense, wouldn’t it?”

“No,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “It could not be self-defense. No one tried to kill you. But even if they had, it was twelve years ago.”

It was an odd sensation. For a moment I thought we were repeating a conversation we had had before, one of the hundreds we had had when he was an associate in the firm and we talked about the criminal law and the various and sometimes inventive defenses that could be raised to a charge of murder.

“Self-defense has to be contemporaneous with the attack. Otherwise there’s nothing to defend against. You can’t just take the life of someone who injured you at some point in the past. That’s nothing more than revenge.”

He could barely wait for me to finish. “Are you sure?” he asked, his eyes ablaze. “What if, as soon as he was attacked, he started to defend himself—but moved slowly. What if,” he continued, thrusting his head forward, “the attack itself went on—day after day—for years? What if someone was crushing the life out of him, strangling him, a little tighter all the time, with the thought of what he was doing with his wife, with his children? And then, years after it started, he finally makes it stop. Are you so certain that would not be self-defense?”

I refused to concede anything. “No, it isn’t self-defense and you know it. You’re talking about the way you felt, about the effect of what Calvin Jeffries did to you. It wasn’t self-defense, because it was too late—far too late—to prevent him from doing what he did, and because you can’t change the past. All you could do was try to take your revenge. And that’s what you did, wasn’t it, Elliott?”

He was beside himself. “Can’t change the past? Don’t you understand anything? The past is the only thing you can change!”

His eyes were growing wider and his voice was becoming louder, more violent, with every word he spoke. He was close to going completely over the edge. I had to get him to admit what he had done now or it was going to be too late. I took a step toward him.

“You thought by having Calvin Jeffries killed, by having Quincy Griswald killed, you could change the past?”

“Of course!” he insisted. “They changed my past, didn’t they?”

His eyes darted toward the jury. “My wife—the woman I loved—

became the woman who betrayed me. My children—the children I loved—became the children who forgot me. Don’t you see? My past was that of a man who was loved; it became that of a man who was hated and abandoned.”

His head jerked back around until he was again staring straight at me. “Can’t change the past? What would my past be now if I had just lived all those years in the asylum, a patient in the hospital for the criminally insane? What would you see, looking back on my life? A lunatic. And what would you have seen,” he asked, bristling, “when you looked back at the life of Jeffries and Griswald and the mother of my children? Whatever you would have seen, it isn’t what you see now, is it? Can’t change the past? They did it to me, and I did it to them. They tried to write the history of my life, but I wrote theirs instead!” he shouted, rising from the chair.

The judge exchanged a quick, worried glance with the bailiff, who immediately started to move toward the witness stand.

“It’s all right, Elliott,” I said, trying to calm him as I moved another step forward. The bailiff looked at me, then looked at the judge. Bingham hesitated, then held up his hand to let him know he could stop.

I was not through with Elliott yet. There was something more I had to have.

“How did you do it? How did you get Jacob Whittaker to kill Jeffries? How did you get Chester—Billy—to kill Griswald? How did you talk them into doing it?”

He looked at me like I was a fool. “I gave them something to live for. I gave them something to die for. I gave them something to believe in.”

“What did you give them to believe in, Elliott? What did they believe in so much they were willing to kill for it?”

“They believed that evil really exists, that evil people really exist, and that if you don’t stop them they’ll keep doing evil things.” He paused and a smile crept across his mouth. “They’re insane, remember?”

Our eyes were locked together. I took another step toward him.

We were now not more than an arm’s length apart.

“You admit you ordered them to kill Jeffries and Griswald?”

He laughed. “Ordered them? I didn’t order anyone to do anything. We had a trial, just like you’re having now.” He looked around the courtroom. “Or perhaps more like the court proceeding they held when they had me committed. I made my case the way any good lawyer would: I was clear, logical, and persuasive, just the way you are. And then, at the end of it, they reached a verdict, and after they reached a verdict they passed sentence.

They carried it out. I had nothing to do with it.”

His eyes glittered with self-satisfaction, but he was not finished yet. There was something more he wanted to say, something important.

“So you see,” he began, “I did change the past.”

That is when it happened, that dreadful, pathetic beating together of same-sounding words, worse—far worse—than when I had heard it before.

“I did change the past … last … fast … mast.” The words came in short staccato bursts, faster and faster. He began to choke, and he tore at his collar, pulling it away from his throat as if that was what was blocking his breath. His eyes bulging, he tugged at his collar harder and harder as he staggered off the witness chair, stumbled and started to fall. I caught him with both hands and as I fell back under his weight the bailiff rushed in to help.

He must have dreamed about it, seen it in his sleep, gone over it a thousand times in his mind, planning every motion of his hands, every movement of his feet, until it had all become as instinctive as a dance. I was right there, holding him, trying to help him, and I never saw it happen. Suddenly, I was clutching at nothing and Elliott was standing free, waving the bailiff’s gun.

“Quiet!” he demanded as the courtroom dissolved into chaos.

“Quiet!” he shouted again, but panic had taken over. People who had come to watch were trying to hide, throwing themselves onto the floor between the benches, some on top of others who had gotten there first. Elliott aimed the gun toward the back and fired off a round. Everyone froze.

“Now,” he said, holding the gun steady, “I want everyone to listen to me very carefully.” His voice was surprisingly calm. “Very slowly, and starting with the first row, I want everyone to leave—

everyone sitting out there,” he said, nodding toward the spectators’ benches. “Now,” he said. “Very slowly, just like you were leaving church after a wedding or a funeral. One row at a time.”

They did as he told them, one row at a time, looking back at him, afraid he might change his mind before they got out the door. When they were all gone, he turned to the twelve terrified people in the jury box. Gesturing with the gun, he ordered them into the jury room.

“You go with them,” he said, nodding at both the court clerk and the court reporter.

When they were out of the room, he turned to the bailiff and ordered him to take the defendant back to the jail.

“Go with him, Danny,” I said when he appeared reluctant to leave me alone.

There were only three of us left: Bingham, Loescher, and me—

the judge, the prosecutor, and the defense attorney.

Elliott moved across the front of the courtroom and leaned against the empty jury box, the gun dangling down from his hand.

“Shall we bring the jury back in and have a trial of our own?”

Elliott asked, looking at Loescher. “Or do you think I’ve ade-quately prosecuted the case against Calvin Jeffries and my wife?”

Cassandra Loescher was one of the few who had not panicked when Elliott began brandishing the gun. She had risen straight to her feet and stayed there, glaring at him as if he had offered an insult instead of a threat to her life. She refused to answer, and when he repeated the question her only response was to look at him with even greater contempt.

Her silence made him angry and I tried to get his attention.

“What do you want, Elliott?” I asked, taking a tentative first step in his direction. He warned me away with his eyes.

“You can’t get out of here,” I told him, trying to sound calm and self-assured. “And even if you could, what then? Would you go kill your wife? Is that what this was all about—to get out of the hospital so you could kill her yourself?”

“Kill her?” he exclaimed feverishly. “I don’t want her to die; I want her to live forever. I told you all before,” he cried, as he waved the gun in the air, a dark, menacing look in his eyes. “I came to court to make the record, the record of what happened, the way you do when you want to appeal a case you should never have lost. Kill her? I want her to live knowing that everyone knows what she is and what she did!”

I was too angry, too tired, too worn out by everything that had happened to feel any fear.

“Then why are you doing this? You made your record—you changed the past. Everyone knows. What else is left to do?”

His eyes were on fire. “To finish what I started twelve years ago.”

“What you started … ?”

“When I came to your office that day, when I was going to …”

Then I knew, not just what he was going to do, but what he had always intended to do, and in a strange way it made sense.

“Don’t,” I said reflexively, but I knew there was nothing I could do, nothing that was going to make him change his mind. It was too late. It had always been too late.

He pointed the gun right at me. “It’s time for you both to go,”

he said, glancing up at the judge and then across to the prosecutor.

Loescher turned to go, but Bingham refused to leave. “It’s my courtroom,” he insisted.

Elliott seemed surprised. “Jeffries would already be out the door,”

he remarked. He looked at me to see if I agreed and then looked back at Bingham. Stretching his arm straight, until the gun was as close to my head as it would go, he asked him again to leave.

“I would be very grateful if you would go.” He said it with a kind of respect, the way he must once have thought every judge was supposed to be addressed.

Bingham, still reluctant, looked at me.

“It’s all right,” I assured him. “I’ll be fine. You better go.”

We were alone, and Elliott took a position in front of the bench, just below where Bingham had been sitting. Gesturing with the gun, he had me move to the far end of the counsel table, closest to the empty jury box and farthest from the double doors at the back. We stood like that, facing each other, and for what seemed like forever did not say anything at all. Everything in that quietest courtroom was now so quiet I could have sworn I could hear the thoughts that were passing through Elliott Winston’s mind.

“There’s no reason to do this, Elliott.”

He looked up at the clock. “Four forty-four. We’ll wait one more minute: four forty-five.”

I stood there, helpless, staring at the barrel of the revolver, and from somewhere deep in my subconscious recalled the story Anatoly Chicherin had told me about Dostoyevsky waiting in front of a firing squad, waiting for the order to fire, knowing with absolute certainty it would be the last word he would ever hear.

“Don’t do it,” I begged. “What happened twelve years ago was an accident. It wasn’t a crime.”

For an instant he looked like the Elliott Winston I had known at the beginning, the bright, eager young man with the wife he loved and the children he adored, his whole life in front of him, certain that nothing bad would ever happen.

He shook his head. “It wasn’t a crime?” He smiled. “It wasn’t what I intended.”

I heard the clock strike four forty-five. “Don’t,” I begged again.

The gunshot exploded in my ear, and then there was nothing but silence, silence everywhere. Then I heard it: the sound of feet running, rushing, and the sound of voices, a huge, animal roar, and then the sound of the door at the back of the courtroom behind me crashing open.

I looked up just in time to see Elliott, tranquil and unafraid, smile at me as he lowered the gun which he had just fired into the air.

“Don’t,” I begged again, turning toward the door as the police began their assault. No one heard me, but it would have done no good if they had. The sound of that single gunshot had been the signal for Elliott’s own execution. He lay there, at the base of the bench, his eyes open, blood trickling past that strange smile that was still on his mouth.

Two police officers tried to help me out of the courtroom.

“Elliott Winston didn’t come to my office to kill me,” I told them. “He came to kill himself. This time he let someone else do it for him.”

The two officers exchanged a glance. Neither one of them had any idea what I was talking about.

 

Thirty-one

_______

Though I had told her all about it before, I told her again, trying to remember everything just the way it had happened.

“Bingham meant it when he said it was his courtroom,” I said as the Porsche moved easily through a wide sweeping turn. Jennifer’s eyes were fastened on the road. Her hair flew back behind her as we picked up speed.

“He had everyone back in court the next morning. ‘Mr. Antonelli,’ he said, ‘do you have any other witnesses you wish to call?’

” ‘No, your honor,’ I replied. ‘The defense rests.’

“Then he looked at Cassandra Loescher. ‘Does the prosecution have any rebuttal witnesses it wishes to call?’

“She shook her head. ‘No, your honor.’

“He turned back to me. ‘Does the defense have any motions it wishes to make at this time?’

” ‘Yes, your honor. The defense moves for a directed verdict of acquittal.’

“Bingham looked at Loescher the way he does when it’s your turn to say something.

” ‘The prosecution does not object,’ she said with a slight nod.

“That was it, all of it. Five minutes and it was over. Bingham thanked the jury and told them that while he did not think any of them would ever forget what had happened, he hoped they would also remember that justice had been done and an innocent man had been set free.”

We raced down a straight stretch of road, the engine screaming, and Jennifer lifted her head and smiled as the wind rushed past us.

I kept on talking. “Sometimes I think about Elliott and the things that happened to him and the things he did.”

Sinking low behind us, the October sun turned the fields and the vineyards and the orchards brown and orange, dark green and black, the last colors of autumn before the winter rains turned everything a damp, dismal gray.

“Sometimes I think about those people out there, the ones who live under the bridges, the ones who don’t have anywhere to call home. Sometimes I wonder if they’re everywhere, all the time, but we only take notice of them at night, because that’s when we’re most vulnerable and most afraid. Sometimes I wonder if there are any more of them out there, ones that Elliott knew in the hospital.”

After a while I stopped talking, and just watched the road in front of us, glancing across every so often at the face that had haunted me all my life, glad we were once again together.

“There was one good thing that came out of this. Danny won’t be homeless anymore. You were right about Howard Flynn, when you said he thought of Danny as his son. Howard took him in, gave him a home.”

It was getting dark, and we had been gone all afternoon. Jennifer was tired. I helped her out of the car and held her by the arm as we walked to the door. The light was on inside.

“Good evening, Mr. Antonelli. Did Jennifer enjoy the drive?”

the nurse asked as I let go of her arm. “See you next week?” she asked with a kindhearted smile.

“Of course,” I replied. I watched them walk down the corridor together, hoping until they disappeared around the corner that Jennifer would look back, remember finally who I was, and call my name.

Outside, in the cool night air, I opened the door to the Porsche and then, before I got in, glanced down the street toward the opposite end of the three-story brick building and remembered the first time I had come here, to the state hospital, to see Elliott Winston.

I drove through the darkness on my way back to Portland. To keep my mind off Jennifer, I turned on the radio and a few minutes later, after the music stopped, I heard the news. Asa Bartram had been killed, stabbed to death outside his office, in the street next to his car.
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