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We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.
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CHAPTER ONE


Bennie Rosato hadn’t taken a murder case in years, but she’d have to take this one. She’d been working late when the call came in, from a time she didn’t want to remember and a place she didn’t want to revisit. Still, she’d said yes. She couldn’t assign the case to an associate, either. Nobody paid her debts but her. And she wanted redemption.


She lowered her head, hoisted her bags higher on her shoulder, and powered her way to Philadelphia police headquarters, near the tangled ramps to I-95 and the Schuylkill Expressway. It was almost midnight in the dead of January, with the sky frozen black except for a full moon, round as a bullethole. There was no one else on the street except a homeless man, rattling a can of coins at the cars stopped at a red light.


Bennie beelined for the building, called the Roundhouse owing to its shape, which was two massive circular sections stuck together like an old-school barbell. The design was no longer innovative, nor was the building, and cracks lined its precast-concrete façade. Its three stories of smoked windows were set lengthwise, and fluorescent lighting from within showed that blinds were broken or missing in every pane. PHILADELPHIA POLICE DEPARTMENT, read dark metal letters on the wall next to a mailbox, an overflowing trash can, and a Port-a-John.


Bennie opened the smoked glass door and let herself into an entrance with a wooden shield of the PPD next to a window of bulletproof glass. A young officer came to the window to meet her, wearing a blue shirt and a white UnderArmor turtleneck that revealed the telltale thickness of a Kevlar vest.


“Can I help you, miss?” he asked.


“Yes.” Bennie liked him immediately, as she was in her forties and couldn’t remember the last time anybody called her miss. “I have a client in Homicide. His name is Jason Lefkavick.”


“Hold on a sec.” The officer consulted an old computer for a moment. “Detective Gallagher will meet you upstairs at the Unit. Go to the door on your left. I’ll need to see ID, inside.”


“Sure, thanks.” Bennie entered the massive round lobby, produced her ID, went through the metal detector, then took a grimy elevator to the fourth floor, where the ceiling lights flickered and the floor tile was gray with filth. She passed a bathroom with an open door and a leaking faucet. Running overhead were exposed wires and plumbing wrapped with duct tape.


HOMICIDE, read an old plaque ahead, and the hallway ended in a closed wooden door with a keypad and a dark window of reinforced glass. She knocked, facing her own reflection. Her hair was a tangle of long blond curls twisted into a topknot by a ponytail holder, and she tried to smooth it in place. She wore only light makeup, now worn off, so her wide-set blue eyes were unlined. She was fully six feet tall, which came in handy in a courtroom, if less so on a date. She hadn’t seen anybody since she and Grady broke up. She’d have thought she was dead below the waist, but for the fact that her legs were so dry they itched all winter.


“You must be Bennie Rosato.” The door was opened by a bald detective with brown eyes and a ruddy complexion. He had on a white shirt with a dark green sweater, khaki slacks, and loafers and looked about her age, but was shorter. He flashed a professional smile and extended a large hand. “I’m Mike Gallagher, good to meet you.”


“You too, Detective.” Bennie shook his hand, stepping inside a cramped waiting area with rubbery black benches and two large bulletin boards labeled WANTED FOR MURDER, with thirty-odd photographs of men, and one woman.


“Call me Mike. I’ve heard a lot about you. I know you were a buddy of Azzic’s and he spoke well of you.”


“Thanks.” Bennie managed a smile but felt too antsy for small talk. “So do you think I can see my client?”


“Sure, no problem. Follow me.” Detective Gallagher led her past the memorial wall, then into the squad room, which was mostly empty. The only remotely modern appliance was a medium-sized flat-screen television playing football highlights on mute; the walls were a scuffed light blue and the dropped ceiling a grimy white, with more bundled wiring. The gray tile floor was dirty, and crammed everywhere were mismatched file cabinets covered with taped notices about Courtroom Numbers, Phillies tickets, Computer Training for the Forensics Lab, and a bumper sticker that read, YOU BOOKIN’?


“The squad room’s the same, I see.” Bennie followed him past the cabinets.


“Still a dump, right? They’re talking about moving us uptown, God knows when.” Detective Gallagher stopped in front of the closed door to Interview Room A and slid aside a large barrel lock.


“Did you videotape your interview with him?”


“No, the machine’s broken. You’ll see it dangling in the corner.”


“How about the audio?”


“We gave up on audio recordings. It sounded like everybody was underwater. The D.A. told us he couldn’t use them. Take as long as you like, then come find me. My desk is the first one on the right.” Detective Gallagher gestured to a connecting room behind him. “A word of warning. It’s not pretty in there.”


“The room? Why am I not surprised?”


“No, your client. And don’t blame us, we didn’t do it.”


“What do you mean?” Bennie asked, concerned.


She opened the door, and got her answer.




CHAPTER TWO


The last time Bennie had seen Jason Lefkavick, he was only twelve years old, so it made sense that he looked different, but that wasn’t the headline. His forehead looked pink and puffy, and over his left eyebrow, a swollen, reddish lump rose with a cut matted with drying blood. His left eyelid had shut to a slit, and the sclera of his eye was blood-red around a sliver of watery blue iris.


“Jason, yikes, what happened?” Bennie closed the door behind her and dumped her bags on the beat-up black table.


“It’s okay.”


“Did you see a doctor?”


“The nurse, she came in. It doesn’t need stitches.”


“You should see an eye doctor.”


“She said it’s fine. It’s fine.” Jason shrugged it off.


“Okay, well, good to see you, even in the circumstances.” Bennie appraised him, and he was still short, about five-foot-six, but he’d lost weight and acquired a wiry build. His face had become long and lean, with prominent cheekbones, and his hair, which he’d shaved on the sides, had darkened from its previous sandy brown. Sinewy biceps popped through the armholes of his white paper jumpsuit, and tattoos of Chinese calligraphy, praying hands in blue, a sacred heart, and a blurry barcode blanketed both forearms.


“I didn’t know if you’d remember me.”


“Of course I would.” Bennie took off her coat, but static electricity made it cling at the hem, so she unpeeled it from her khaki suit. She set it on the table, which held an open can of Coke and a greasy pile of chicken bones on waxed paper. There was a two-way mirror in the far wall, above two holes that were fist level. You didn’t need to be a detective to figure out how they got there.


“Thanks for comin’.”


“You’re welcome. How have you been?” Bennie gave him a hug, though she didn’t generally hug her clients. Jason hugged her back briefly, and she caught a whiff of chicken, beer, and cigarettes.


“Almost twenty-five.”


“Really?” Bennie said, though she knew that already. She still thought about him.


“You got to be a big deal, huh? Famous lawyer, all that.” Jason smiled, keeping his lips closed, and Bennie remembered that he was self-conscious about his crooked incisors.


“No, not at all.”


“Not gonna lie, I didn’t think you’d come.”


“Of course I’d come. I would never not.” Bennie sat down in the hard plastic chair opposite him, realizing that his demeanor had changed, too. He sat back with a belligerent uptilt to his chin, and his manner was more disaffected than it used to be, like a street thug’s. If she hadn’t known him, she might have been afraid to be alone with him. He wasn’t handcuffed.


“Jason, listen.” Bennie felt pressure in her chest, which she’d been carrying for over a decade. “I know it was a long time ago, but I owe you an explanation—”


“No, you don’t owe me anything.” Jason cut her off with a hand chop.


“But I’m so sorry for—”


“I don’t want to go there. What’s done is done.” Jason pursed his thin lips. “Really.”


Bennie let it go, for now. “How’s your dad?”


“He died. His heart got him, when I was twenty.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“Can we move on?”


“Okay, let’s get started.” Bennie bent down and pulled a legal pad from her bag, facing him. They were oddly close because the interview room was so small, its only contents the black table and two chairs, though Jason’s was bolted to the floor.


“Look, Bennie, I’m not gonna lie, I can’t pay you right away.”


“Don’t worry. It’s on the house.” Bennie wouldn’t have dreamed of asking him for a retainer. She stopped short of saying I owe you.


“You don’t gotta do that.” Jason ran a hand over his head. “I’m no charity case, yo.”


“Don’t worry about it, yo.”


Jason didn’t smile. “But you gotta know, I’m not takin’ any deals, I didn’t kill anybody. They say I did it, they gotta prove it. I didn’t do it. I’m not guilty.”


“Good.” Bennie wasn’t going to ask him if he did it anyway, no experienced criminal lawyer would. Still, she’d never been comfortable with the don’t-ask-don’t-tell of the defense bar, which was only one of the reasons she’d gotten out.


“I’m innocent, straight up. I was framed.”


“Okay, I believe you, and I need to get the facts.” Bennie rummaged through her messenger bag and found a pen.


“It was Richie. Richie Grusini. Remember him?”


“What?” Bennie froze. “What are you saying? Richie did it? He committed the murder?”


“No, Richie’s dead. He got killed.”


“Richie was the victim?”


“Yeah, he’s dead. I’m not cryin’, believe me.”


“You didn’t tell me it was Richie, when you called me.” Bennie tried to wrap her mind around it. She had thought Richie was a part of Jason’s past—and hers.


“I know, I worried you wouldn’t come.”


“I would have, anyway.” Bennie let the awkward moment pass. “Did the cops tell you they’re going to charge you?”


“No, but that detective thinks I did it. Gallagher. He tried to get me to make a statement, but I told him I wanted to call you. I wouldn’t sign the papers.”


Bennie knew he meant the papers required by Miranda to determine a waiver of counsel, ironic given Jason’s history. “Let’s get some background, so I’m up to speed. Jason, tell me where you live.”


“403 East Gansett Street. In Fishtown.”


“Okay.” Bennie should’ve known from the chicken wings. The homicide detectives thought the way to a confession was through a defendant’s stomach. If he was from South Philly, they got cheesesteaks from Pat’s or Geno’s, and if he was from Olney, they got crab fries from Chicky & Pete’s. The chicken wings would have come from Byrne’s at Kensington and Lehigh.


“I live in a house with a roommate. It’s a chick. Gail Malloy.”


Bennie made a note. “How long have you lived there?”


“Moved there six months ago, from home.”


“Is she your girlfriend?”


“No, I don’t have a girlfriend.”


“How about a job?”


“I wait tables at Juarez, you know, the chain. It’s in East Fishtown.”


“Good. Got any friends?”


“Just Gail, my roommate. She works at Juarez, too. She manages it. She’s cool.”


“What’s her cell number?”


“I wanted to call her but they only let me make one call.” Jason rattled off a number, and Bennie wrote it down.


“Have you been in any legal trouble, as an adult?”


“Only misdemeanors. I didn’t serve any time.”


“Any weapons involved?’


“No.


Bennie made a note. “So tell me what happened tonight.”


“Okay.” Jason sniffed. “Anyway, after work, I wanted to eat, so I go into this bar, Eddie’s, on Pimlico Street. I sit down and who do I see but Richie Grusini, sittin’ at the bar. You know the story with me and Richie.”


“So what happened?”


“I had a few beers and I guess it just got to me, watching him laugh with his buddy, having a good time. He was flashin’ all this cash, and this girl was coming over to them and she was hangin’ all over him.” Jason shook his head, looking down. “Anyways, I thought to myself, where’s the justice? Here he is, he got everythin’, and he never paid for what he done to me, he got away with it, so I decided to do somethin’ about it, not just suck it up.”


Bennie didn’t like the way this was going.


“So I get up and say to him, hey, ’member me? Right away he shoves me, and we’re in a fight and they throw us out.”


“Is that how you got the bump on your forehead?”


“No, that came later.”


“What time did this take place?”


“About 11:00? The game was still on.”


“How many people at the bar?”


“I dunno, about nine?”


Bennie made a note. “Including the bartender?”


“No.”


Bennie wrote ten witnesses, which was ten too many. “How many beers had you had?”


“Three.”


“Were you drunk?”


“No. So the bartender threw us out, and Richie’s buddy left, and I was going to let it go, like we went opposite directions, I took a lef’ to the bus but Richie and his buddy went to the right, and the bartender, he watched us split up. I waited at the bus stop, and I saw where Richie went, and the bartender went inside. But the bus didn’t come, and I got madder and madder and I was like, why not, so I turned back and I went after Richie, like, down the street. He turned into an alley, and I figured he was gonna take a leak, and I went after him.”


“Why?”


“I wanted to have it out with him, I admit it.” Jason’s pale skin flushed. “I wanted to tell him how he ruined my life. I went up to him in the alley and he was standin’ at the middle, facin’ the wall about to unzip his pants, and then all of a sudden, he hits me, really hard, right above my eye.” Jason gestured at his injury. “I fell back and my head hit the ground, and I def passed out. Then I don’t know what happened, how long I was out. But when I woke up, Richie was lyin’ there in the alley and blood was everywhere, like, coming from his throat, and there was this big, like, cut. That’s prolly how I got the blood on me. He was all still, like, he wasn’t moving.” Jason’s good eye widened slightly. “I couldn’t believe it, and I got up and in my hand was a hunting knife. I don’t know where it came from, it wasn’t mine I swear, but Richie was dead, then there were sirens and people were yelling and the police came and arrested me.”


Bennie couldn’t tell if he was lying, but this wasn’t the time to find out. “So you’re saying somebody killed Richie and put the knife into your hand?”


“Yes, they framed me. Richie was a mean bastard, he musta had tons of enemies. Anybody coulda killed him.”


“But how would they know you and Richie were there? Did they follow you into the alley?”


“Prolly, yes. They set me up!”


Bennie hid her doubt. “Did you notice anyone following you into the alley?”


“No, but anybody coulda seen us. It’s an alley but the front part is wide enough to park in. There was a white pickup there.”


“Whose was it? Was it Richie’s?”


“I don’t know, all I know is, I didn’t kill him.”


“Was anybody else in the alley?”


“No, not that I saw.”


“Did anybody pass by and see you and Richie fight?”


“No one was around, I don’t know.”


“Were any stores open, near the alley?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


“Was there any noise during your fight? Did Richie yell at you or shout?”


“No, why?”


“I’m wondering if we can find a witness, somebody who heard something. Like somebody from one of the surrounding buildings, in an apartment or something.”


“I didn’t see anybody, I don’t know who the hell killed him, but that guy took out the trash. You know the story, you remember.” Jason shook his head in disgust. “I’m not sorry he’s dead, I’m glad he’s dead.”


Bennie let it go, switching gears. “Jason, did the police give you your Miranda warnings when they arrested you?”


“Yes.”


“You didn’t say anything to them after that, did you?”


“Yes, I did.” Jason frowned. “I was so freaked, I started talkin’, like I couldn’t shut up.”


“What did you say?” Bennie held her breath.


“I said I didn’t do it, I don’t know how it happened, but I wasn’t sad about it. I told ’em, ‘Good!’ I told ’em, ‘About damn time he paid for what he did to me,’ and I got a lil’ justice for once in my effing life!”


Bennie cringed inwardly. “Did you tell Detective Gallagher that, too?”


“Yeah, I did. He gave me Miranda warnings, and we went over the sheets.” Jason gestured at the papers. “I know, it was stupid to say anything to the cops. I know better, anybody knows better. I do the dumbest things, you don’t even know.” Jason’s shoulders slumped, as if he were deflating.


“When did you call me?”


“After he wanted me to sign the form, I figured I need a lawyer.”


“Did you tell the police you’d been drinking?”


“Yeah, the cops asked in the alley, but I told them I wasn’t drunk. I wasn’t. I’m not. The detective asked me that, too.”


“Okay.” Bennie didn’t expect Jason to understand the legal significance of the alcohol. It could have nullified his statements, but his admission that he wasn’t drunk would cut against him. Bennie wasn’t hearing any basis for a motion to suppress. “When they brought you here, did they take your blood? DNA? Skin?”


“Yes. They also took pictures of the blood that was on me. They cleaned me up, after.”


“Was there blood on your clothes?”


“Yes, but I swear, I didn’t do it.”


“Then how do you think blood got on you?” Bennie hid her puzzlement.


“I don’t know, whatever, I didn’t kill him. Somebody else put that knife in my hand, and I’m not goin’ to go down for it, no matter what.”


“Okay, that’ll do for now.” Bennie set her pad on the table. “This is very serious. I have to tell you, they have enough to charge you with first-degree murder.”


“So let ’em charge me, but I’m not pleading guilty to a murder I didn’t do.”


“Jason, the sentence for first-degree murder is life in prison, without possibility of parole. It’s mandatory.”


“I know that.”


“I’m sure I can get you a deal for ten, at most. If you plead guilty to third-degree murder—”


“You have to get me off. I didn’t do it. End of discussion.”


“I’ll be right back.” Bennie rose. “I have to see Detective Gallagher.”


“No deals, Bennie.” Jason scowled. “You know why.”




CHAPTER THREE


Bennie found Detective Gallagher on an ancient computer in an office so cramped that his desk shared space with a coatrack, and sleeves brushed against his case files. “Hi, got a minute?”


“Sure.” Detective Gallagher swiveled around, rolled a black chair from a nearby desk, and motioned her into it. “Please, feel free.”


“Thanks.” Bennie sat down in the chair, which wobbled slightly. She knew she had a losing cause, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t put up a fight. “I don’t think you have enough to charge him. The case is totally circumstantial.”


“Doesn’t mean it’s not a case.” Detective Gallagher retook his seat, his mouth a grim line. “Plus your client made a number of res gestae statements to the uniformed officer on the scene, as well as myself, during his interview.”


Bennie frowned. By res gestae statements, the detective meant what Jason had said about being happy Richie was dead. “They weren’t admissions, and he also said he didn’t do it.”


“True, but the jury won’t be interested in the legal technicalities. Your client had bad blood with the victim. He handed us motive and he was found in the alley with the weapon.”


“The knife wasn’t his. It was planted on him. Someone framed him for this.”


“Yeah, right.” Detective Gallagher snorted.


“Are you even investigating that? Richie Grusini had enemies. You need to look into his character and his history. That kid was bad to the bone.”


“Educate me.”


“Well, he—” Bennie stopped herself. She knew they had enough to charge Jason, so there was no point to showing her hand. “Forget it, let me ask you, was Grusini found with his wallet?”


“Yes. Money and all.”


“Phone?”


“Yes.”


“Did you learn anything from it?”


Detective Gallagher frowned. “The A.D.A. will let you know, when they have to.”


“How about a weapon? Did he have one on him?”


“Your boy had the knife.”


“But Grusini. Any weapon?”


“No.” Detective Gallagher spread his hands, palms up. “Bennie, be real. The way I see this case, these two had history, and it’s a bar fight turned into a murder. Your client’s a punk, not a cold-blooded killer. Problem is, a man is dead. According to your client, that’s not the worst thing in the world. But the victim’s family doesn’t agree.”


“Have you notified them?” Bennie ignored the pang in her chest.


“Yes. We have enough to charge your client with general murder. You don’t need me to tell you, that’s fifteen to twenty years.”


Bennie knew, too well. It would be the prime of Jason’s life, and after what he had gone through, could put him over the edge.


“On the other hand, if you let him talk to me, we can reduce it to third-degree murder, voluntary manslaughter. He’ll do ten years, maybe less.” Detective Gallagher cocked his head, and the institutional lights shone on his bald scalp. “Let’s make a deal. I can get the D.A. to go for it.”


“Jason didn’t do it, Detective. He’s innocent. He doesn’t want a deal.”


“He should. He’s jammed up.”


“He won’t deal.”


“You really gonna make them try this?” Detective Gallagher frowned, and Bennie knew why. Almost everybody made a deal in Philly, and the truth was, plea bargains were often in the defendant’s best interests.


“I’ll give it a shot, but he’s going to say no.” Bennie rose, resigned. A guilty plea would have been a no-brainer with any client but Jason Lefkavick.


She knew why, but she wasn’t saying.


At dawn, Bennie found herself sitting in her coat in Arraignment Court, waiting for Jason to be arraigned. He’d declined the plea deal, and she understood. It had taken all night for him to be scheduled for arraignment, and though she hadn’t gotten any sleep, she felt oddly energized. She’d never thought she’d get a second chance to come through for Jason, and it fueled her. She didn’t love his story, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe that the little boy she’d known had become a murderer, even after all he’d been through.


Arraignments were held uptown in the Criminal Justice Center, which was Philly’s modern courthouse, its corporate cleanliness a relief after the atmospheric filth of the Roundhouse. The courtroom was a windowless gray box, and the gallery was empty except for her. All arraignments were via closed-circuit television, so an arraignment courtroom was unique; a bulletproof wall divided the gallery from the bar of court, and Bail Commissioner Lawrence Holloway spoke directly to a camera, as did the public defender and assistant district attorney, their voices piped to the gallery on the sound system. A large closed-circuit monitor sat between them on a cart, broadcasting prisoners held in precincts around the city.


Bennie watched as the defendants popped onto the TV, one after the other, like the worst nightmare reality show of all time. Each was onscreen for only a matter of minutes, and some cried, cursed, or even spat at the camera. They would nevertheless be formally charged with murder, rape, arson, or the like, then granted or denied bail. Murder wasn’t generally a bailable offense in Philadelphia, but Bennie was going to give Jason everything she had this time, conceding nothing.


She heard some noise in the hallway and turned around. There were glass windows in the doors, and through them, she could see what was causing the commotion. About to walk into the courtroom was something Bennie had never expected to see again.


Her past.


And he looked even better, the second time around.




PART ONE


Thirteen Years Earlier, December 16, 2002


What transpired would make us pause for careful inquiry if a mature man were involved. And when, as here, a mere child, an easy victim of the law, is before us, special care in scrutinizing the record must be used.


—Justice William O. Douglas, Haley v. Ohio, 332 U.S. 596




CHAPTER FOUR


Bennie Rosato could win a murder case and run a law firm, but she couldn’t buy presents to save her life. She couldn’t find anything good for fifteen bucks and she hated what she’d bought. She hated wrapping gifts, too, and it didn’t help that she’d forgotten to buy wrapping paper, so she was using a sheet of yellow legal paper, trying desperately to form it around a sphere, which was probably the hardest shape to wrap. She wished she could gift-wrap fifteen bucks but gathered that wouldn’t be in the holiday spirit.


She could hear her associates yapping away outside her closed door, ready to begin the Secret Santa. She had three young associates, Mary DiNunzio, Judy Carrier, and Anne Murphy; all female, but Bennie hadn’t intended it that way. She hired only the best and the brightest, and they happened to come with ovaries. She wasn’t a girly girl herself, and truth be told, she was the closest thing they had to a male lawyer. She’d read somewhere that there had been a study measuring the testosterone of all types of lawyers, and the results were that male and female trial lawyers had higher levels than everybody else. Bennie was pretty sure hers qualified her as incapable of wrapping gifts, as well as applying liquid eyeliner.


Also included in the Secret Santa was their young receptionist, Marshall Trow, and their investigator, Lou Jacobs, a retired cop. Lou was Bennie’s good friend and right hand, and his age and experience gave him the authority to keep the associates in line, like the Office Daddy to her Office Second Wife. The associates adored him, going to him with their complaints and drama, which were mostly about Bennie herself. It always struck her as vaguely ironic that Lou was considered less threatening than she, though he carried concealed.


“Rowf!” Bear barked, facing the door and waving his feathery tail, getting excited at the sound of the happy chatter on the other side of the door. He was a chubby golden retriever, a breed always ready for a party. He knew something nonbillable was happening because nobody was working, ringing phones went unanswered, and faxes were being ignored. Plus the air smelled like cake. The only thing goldens liked better than cake were balls, which was how Bennie got the idea for her gift. She figured that if Bear would like it, so would Mary.


“Boss, you almost ready?” Mary called from the other side of the door.


“One more second.” Bennie formed the legal paper with her cupped hands, then tore a long strip of Scotch tape off the roll. She wrapped the tape around the gift a few times, like a spaceship orbiting the earth. “Okay, come on in.”


“Yay!” the associates called out in unison, like an estrogen chorus.


Bear barked again, as the door was opened and a noisy Mary, Judy, and Anne piled into Bennie’s office, followed by Lou, grinning broadly.


“Merry Christmas!” Mary held a sheet cake that read Happy Holidays in red-and-green lettering.


“Happy Hanukkah!” Lou called out. “Even though it ended on the seventh. Let’s not get technical. What’d you get me, Bennie?”


Bennie set her anxiety aside, petting Bear’s head. “You’re not my Secret Santa. Tough break.”


“So no Maker’s Mark?”


“Bingo.” Bennie noticed Mary eyeing her cluttered desk, obviously wondering where to set the cake down without getting in trouble. Mary DiNunzio was proverbially short and sweet, a South-Philly Italian-American with a tendency toward codependency. Mary was a better lawyer than she knew, but generally loath to step out of line, as exemplified by her conventional blue suit and nude pantyhose, which Bennie regarded as cruel and unusual punishment.


“Here’s cake!” Mary set down the cake with a brave smile. “Would you like a piece? It’s vanilla.”


“Let’s do the presents first!” Anne Murphy called out, which surprised no one because she was the firm’s Material Girl. Lovely and model-thin, with green eyes and glossy red hair, Anne stepped forward, clapping her manicured hands. Today she had on a sleek black knit dress with black suede boots, an outfit that made her look like a licorice stick, but Bennie didn’t care what the associates wore, only that they won.


“Yes, presents!” Judy Carrier started jumping up and down, which was her default mood, and if every office had a free spirit, Judy was theirs. A tall blonde from northern California, she painted for a hobby, and Bennie sensed it wasn’t coincidental that the associate had a brilliantly creative legal mind. Unfortunately, every day was Casual Friday for Judy, who today had on a long, multicolored Oilily sweater over her jeans, with cobalt blue clogs that matched her latest crazy hair color, courtesy of Manic Panic dye. Bennie thought it was a good look if you liked M&Ms, but she kept her own counsel.


“Rowf!” Bear jumped up and down along with Judy, and Bennie waved them both into better manners, having better luck with the dog.


“Carrier, don’t get him riled up,” Bennie said, trying to keep the annoyance from her tone, as it was a national holiday. She looked around, and the receptionist was missing. “Where’s Marshall? We can’t exchange gifts without her.”


Mary waved her off. “She said to go ahead and get started. She wanted to check the answering machine to make sure none of the calls was important.”


“Good.” Bennie approved. Secret Santa wasn’t worth a malpractice action.


“Oh, by the way,” Mary said, tentative. “I wanted to ask you about next week, with the holiday. Are we closing the whole week?”


“No, why would we?” Bennie couldn’t get any work out of anybody as soon as Thanksgiving passed. The associates started taking long lunches, and she’d even caught Murphy shopping online while she defended a deposition.


Carrier jumped in, coming to her best friend’s rescue. “Boss, Christmas is Wednesday of next week, and Christmas Eve is Tuesday, so what’s the point of opening on Monday, and then afterwards—”


“Do we have to discuss this now?” Bennie wished they discussed their cases with the same enthusiasm as their vacation schedule.


“I might go skiing with some friends and I have to get a plane ticket. It’s cheaper if you buy it earlier.”


Murphy nodded. “Last year you said we might close the office on Christmas week or between Christmas and New Year’s. Remember?”


“No,” Bennie answered, though she could see the problem with plane fares.


“You said you would see how busy we all were, and it seems like none of us is that busy. You know how it is around the holidays. The courts slow down, everything slows down. None of our cases is that active.”


Bennie frowned. “Neither are mine, but that doesn’t mean I’m closing the office. The courts may slow down, but they don’t close, and I’ll be here.”


“So what should we do? Are we allowed to take off, then?”


“Here’s what I think.” Bennie decided just to speak to them like equals, since one day they would be. “You’re all professionals. Put on your big-girl panties and stop asking for permission. Your practice is your business. You should take time off when you feel that you can take time off. Answer to your clients and yourself, not to me.”


“O-kay,” Judy said slowly, and the other two associates looked vaguely astonished.


Lou started chuckling softly. “You meant that in a nice way, right, Bennie?”


“Of course. I respect their judgment. They should use it. End of discussion.” Bennie wished she were better in the maternal department, but she didn’t get a lot of practice, unless you counted golden retrievers. She looked around, ignoring the awkward moment. “So who wants to give out the first present? DiNunzio, why don’t you go first?”


“Okay.” Mary accepted a perfectly gift-wrapped box from Judy and handed it over the desk to Bennie. Her brown eyes shone. “I’m your Secret Santa, Bennie! Merry Christmas!”


“Ha!” Bennie laughed, surprised. It was pure chance that she had picked Mary, and she hoped that Mary’s gift didn’t outclass hers. She accepted the gift and tried to relax. “This is fun!”


Lou snorted. “Bennie, you’re not fooling anybody. You’d rather be working.”


Judy laughed. “Right, if it’s really fun, you don’t have to say it’s fun.”


Anne giggled. “I mean, who says that?”


Mary mock-frowned. “Give her a break, she’s trying.”


“Fun is overrated.” Bennie tore off gift wrap covered with Grinches, which she assumed was coincidental. Under the paper was a square white box, and she opened the top and pulled out a white mug that read, I CAN SMELL FEAR.


“You’re not mad, are you?” Mary asked.


Bennie burst into laughter. “No, of course not! I love it, thanks!”


Lou chuckled. “You should buy a case.”


“Funny.” Bennie set the mug down on her desk, picked up her own gift, and handed it across the desk to Mary. “DiNunzio, you should get the next present, since I was your Secret Santa.”


“Great!” Mary accepted the gift with an expectant smile, turning it this way and that. “What could this be? It’s so soft!”


“Nice paper, Bennie.” Lou snorted again. “What, did you run out of tinfoil?”


Bennie shot him a look. “Please, I’m a busy, self-important woman. Plus can you smell fear? I can.”


“How cute!” Mary extricated the gift from the legal paper, then held it up. It was a pink squishy ball with a worried face painted on one side.


“What the hell is that?” Lou asked, chuckling, just as Bear jumped up and tried to get the ball from Mary’s hand.


Judy frowned, puzzled. “Is it a dog toy?”


“Of course,” Anne answered, her tone helpful. “Bennie got it so Mary can play with the dog, obviously.”


Bennie’s heart sank. “No, it’s not a dog toy. It’s a stress ball.”


“Rowf!” Bear jumped up, snatched the ball from Mary, and bounded out of the office with his prize. The three associates started laughing.


Lou smiled. “It’s the thought that counts.”


Suddenly Marshall appeared at the threshold, a concerned look in her blue eyes. Her light brown hair was pulled back into its low ponytail, and she had on a denim smock with a white turtleneck underneath. “Bennie, I hate to interrupt, there’s a call from a new client. He left two messages on the answering machine and just called back.”


“Who is it?” Bennie asked, and the associates and Lou quieted down.


“His name is Matthew Lefkavick. He says it’s an emergency.”


“Okay.” Bennie headed for the office door. She wasn’t that busy and she could use a new case. “You guys have fun, I’ll take it in the conference room.”


“But you’ll miss the fun,” Lou called after her, and Bennie responded by flipping him the bird. She hurried into their nicer conference room, which was large and rectangular, dominated by a long table of polished walnut and allegedly ergonomic black mesh chairs. Bennie grabbed the phone on the credenza. “Bennie Rosato.”


“Hi, I’m Matthew Lefkavick. I’m calling about my son, Jason.”


Bennie thought the man sounded upset, though if he had been crying, it was over now. “I understand, what seems to be the problem?”


“They took him to jail, just like that. He got in a fight and they took him to jail.”


“Did he have a weapon?” Bennie rolled one of the chairs over, sat down, and eyed the view from the panel of floor-to-ceiling windows, facing west, showing off the Center City skyline. The cold sun gleamed off the metallic top of the Mellon Center, the whimsical Mickey Mouse ears of Commerce Center, and the spiky ziggurats of Liberty Place.


“No, nothing like that.”


“What was he charged with? Assault?”


“No, they didn’t charge him. They just took him, they took him away. They picked him up right out of school!”


“School?” Bennie asked, surprised. “How old is he?”


“Twelve. He’s only in middle school. He got into a fight and they took him right to court and put them in jail. They can’t do that, can they?”


Bennie thought it sounded crazy, but it wasn’t her field. “Sir, I don’t represent juveniles. Where are you located? Are you in Philadelphia?”


“No, up northern PA. Mountain Top.”


Bennie had never heard of it. It sounded like a fake name. “Where is that?”


“Near the Poconos. It’s not that far, a two-hour drive, tops. Please, you have to help me.”


“Sir, there are major differences between the juvenile system and the adult criminal justice system. The procedures are different, the court rules are different.”


“How? What’s the difference? One’s just the junior version of the other, isn’t it?”


“No, not at all.” Bennie knew it was a common misconception, as if juvenile justice were the kiddie table of the law. “The juvenile justice system isn’t adversarial at all. The proceeding isn’t a trial, which results in a conviction of a crime. It’s an adjudication hearing, and when a child is adjudicated delinquent, the idea isn’t to convict and punish them, but to rehabilitate them, because they’re still young enough. That’s why adjudication hearings, unlike criminal trials, aren’t public.”


“I know, they’re secret!”


“No, just private, to protect the juvenile’s identity. Their names in the case captions are in initials only, and the records are kept sealed.”


“Jason doesn’t need rehabilitating. He’s a great kid.”


Bennie couldn’t ignore the pain in his voice. “I’m sure, but the judge made a determination, and they don’t even put a kid in out-of-home placement unless they’ve already considered the less restrictive alternatives. It’s called restorative justice.”


“What’s the difference if you call it a sentence or placement, and they put him in jail!”


Bennie didn’t have a quick reply. “I do think you need help, but I’m not an expert. Unlike a lot of states, our juvenile justice system is decentralized, and a lot of power is given to the juvenile court judges in the counties.”


“You sound like an expert.”


“All lawyers sound like experts when they’re not. You need a local lawyer. He’ll know the ins and outs, and the judges tend to favor county lawyers. They’ll consider me an outsider—”


“But that’s what’s good about you. It’s like a club up here, and they all know each other, and I’m on the outside looking in!”


Bennie knew the feeling. She’d felt like an outsider her whole life. “Did you try the public defender?”


“Yes, and they won’t help me. I read about you in the newspaper, it said you take on the cases for the little guy. Well, I’m the little guy.”


Bennie knew which article he was talking about. She had cringed when the reporter had written that phrase.


“You have to help me. I got nowhere else to go. He’s my boy, my only boy. He’s all I got. His mother died, and she had a way with him. The two of them, they were thick as thieves. Ever since she’s gone, it’s like, he’s lost.”


Bennie felt the words resonate in her chest. Her mother had died only recently, and she still missed her, every day.


“Please, I’m begging you. Just come up and talk to me, I can pay you, I’ll pay you. I need my son home. He’s been in jail one night already. He never even slept away.”


Bennie couldn’t believe it. A twelve-year-old boy who’d just lost his mother, sitting in a cell.


“Can I just have an hour of your time?”


“Rowf!” Bear barked, bounding into the conference room, the stress ball in his mouth.




CHAPTER FIVE


Bennie set off at six o’clock, and darkness fell as she drove north on Route 476 in congested rush-hour traffic, traveling past Quakertown and Allentown, where the elevation began to change, higher and more up and down as she got closer to the Pocono Mountains. Snow blanketed the sides of the highway, since the outskirts had gotten more snowfall than the city in the last storm. The big-box stores and warehouses morphed into RV dealerships and manufacturing businesses, then into miles and miles of woods, their tree trunks exposed and limbs bare and black, like etchings in an inky drawing.


She switched onto Route 80, then traveled on back roads through the small-town landscape of aging two-story clapboard houses only steps from the road, their porches decorated with Christmas lights, plastic icicles, and inflatable Santa heads. Zoning seemed fairly chaotic, mixing residential and commercial; the homes were interspersed with Family Dollar Stores, Turkey Hill convenience marts, fire halls, churches, a John Deere dealership, and Masonic lodges, their signs advertising Spaghetti Suppers and Bingo Nights.


Her ears began to pop as the elevation grew even higher, and she passed a colliery, a reminder of the region’s once-booming coal industry. She navigated onto Route 81 and found South Mountain Boulevard heading into Mountain Top, where civilization seemed to reappear in the form of a Weis Market, gas stations, and McDonald’s, as well as independent businesses, selling cigars, cigarettes, and lottery tickets. She took Church Road and Nuangola Road, finally turning off the commercial district into a rural residential area that contained Heslop Road, where Matthew Lefkavick lived.


Bennie turned onto the street, and a pristine blanket of snow lay everywhere. There were no streetlights, and she flicked on her high beams, catching a fox off guard, his blood-red eyes glimmering before he dashed off into the woods lining the street. There were only a few houses along the road on multiacre lots, and the neighborhood looked solidly middle-class, with well-maintained Cape Cods and ranches set back from the road, behind front yards with snow-covered swing sets and homemade nativity scenes, aglow with multicolored lights.


She looked for the house number on the black mailboxes and stopped when she got to the Lefkavicks’, cutting the engine. She wrapped her coat closer around her, grabbed her purse and messenger bag, and got out of the car, breathing in a lungful of freezing air. Snow shimmered in the moonlight, its hard crust making a twinkling layer around the Lefkavicks’ house, which was of golden-yellow clapboard, a bright spot in the darkness some three stories tall. Its porch roof was lined with multicolored lights, which lit her way down a brick path to the front door.


She hurried toward the house, noticing a large bay window to the right of the door, filled with shelves of knickknacks, and as she climbed onto the wooden porch, there was a wooden bench with a matching porch swing. She was about to knock when she heard barking coming from inside, and at the same moment, the door was opened wide, by a heavyset bald man in a flannel work shirt and jeans.


“Bennie, come in, it’s cold out there!” Matthew shook her hand, tugging her inside the house, with a smile that looked relieved. A small black-and-white mutt barked excitedly, jumping around his workboots.


“Thank you, Matthew.”


“I can’t thank you enough for coming. They say snow’s on the way, but not until later.” Matthew opened the door. “Go on out, Patch, run your willies out.”


“What about traffic and cars, with the dog?” Bennie watched the little dog run into the snow.


“Around here?” Matthew closed the door, extending a hand. “Here, let me take your coat.”


“Thanks.” Bennie shed her coat, glancing around. The house was small, but neat, with a living room to the left, furnished with blue quilted couches, matching chairs, and a blue hooked rug. To the right was a large kitchen/dining area, with a round wooden table set with three blue-checked place mats. In the center was an arrangement of blue silk flowers.


“Ever been up here before?” Matthew took her coat to a wall closet with a louvered door, hanging it up neatly.


“No. I never leave my office.”


Matthew chuckled. “Rice Township is on the north side of the county. On the east is Wapwallopen Creek, with Nuangola Borough on the west.”


“What’s with these names?”


“They’re Indian, Delaware mostly, though the Iroquois settled this part of the state, too. Back behind the house is all woods, state game lands, pretty but a pain in the butt this time o’ year.” Mathew motioned out the back window.


“How so?”


“The hunters start around four thirty in the morning, which gets the deer runnin’ and the dog barkin’. They gut the deer and leave the innards, so the dog’s out all day, eatin’ God-knows-what and draggin’ home bones. I love to hunt, and Jason could field-dress a deer by the time he was ten, but he didn’t like to hunt. Used to turn his stomach.”


“I hear that.”


“We got quite a lot of history in Rice Township, they call it the Ice Lakes Region. My father worked in the icehouses.” Matthew gestured at a wall over the TV, which showed framed black-and-white photographs of men walking behind a draft horse and plow, in the snow. “That’s my dad harvesting ice. That went by the wayside when modern times came along.”


“Where do you work?”


“I’m a fabricator at Parnell Ironworks in Mountain Top, it’s been here a long time, too, makes garage doors, hurricane doors, insulated doors, fire doors, and whatnot. I’ve done real well with them, gotten promoted up to supervisor. I’m a member of Mountain Top Legion Post 781, and of course, our parish is St. Mary’s. Jason’s an altar boy.” Matthew paused, faltering. “God knows why I’m tellin’ you this, I guess so you know we’re a good family.”


“I can see that.” Bennie smiled, touched.


“Our family name, the Lefkavicks’, it means something to me, it means something in this town. Nobody’s ever went to jail from the Lefkavick family, nor my wife’s side, the Brushevskis.” Matthew met her eye, determined again. “That’s why I can’t abide what they did, lockin’ my son up like a common criminal. My mother and father, they’d be turnin’ over in their graves with the shame of it, and my wife, this would kill her.” Matthew ran a wrinkled hand over his bald head, frowning deeply. “Anyway, can I get you a cup of coffee? I just made some.”


“Thanks, that would be great.”


“Good, make yourself comfortable.” Matthew pulled out a chair at the table, and Bennie set her purse and messenger bag on the floor, then sat down, facing the bay window that she had seen from the outside. On the windowsill rested a homemade case that had displayed things made of Legos: houses, cars, a tiny railroad station, an oversized shoe, a truck, a grandfather clock, and an entire forest with Lego butterflies.


Bennie was astounded. “Who made all these? Did Jason?”


“Yes, he’s been playing with Legos since he was a little boy.” Matthew came over to the table with a thick mug of black coffee. “Want cream or sugar?”


“Neither, thanks.” Bennie accepted the mug and took a sip of the coffee, which tasted hot and delicious.


“Jason started buildin’ when he was little, his mother got him the first set. She found some at a garage sale, and he took to it like crazy.” Matthew crossed to the display case and plucked a blue brick truck from the shelves, setting the rubber wheels spinning. “He made this when he was only four. Keeps a catalog in his room and every card has a picture of what he made, when he made it, and how many hours it took.” Matthew set the truck back on the shelf. “My wife always said he’d be an engineer someday.”


“He sounds like quite a kid.”


“He is.” Matthew pulled up a chair opposite her, and in the light from the overhead fixture, Bennie could see unevenness on the skin over his cheeks, a residual pitting from childhood acne scars. His forehead showed a pinkish indentation where his hairline used to be, and his eyes were a rich, warm brown behind his steel-rimmed glasses, each lens with a visible bifocal window at the bottom.


“Tell me what happened yesterday, as far as you know.”


“Okay.” Matthew reached for his coffee and took a quick sip. “I was at work, and I got a call that Jason and Richie got into it at school.”


“Seventh grade. A twelve-year-old.” Bennie still couldn’t wrap her mind around it. She tugged a legal pad from her bag.


“Yes, at Crestwood Middle School in Mountain Top.”


“Who’s Richie?”


“Richie Grusini.” Matthew shook his head. “Kid’s a bully, a loudmouth, a hood, he gives Jason a hard time, always has, since elementary school.”


“Are they in the same grade?”


“Yes, but my wife used to take care o’ all this. She knew everything, I’m playin’ catch-up. I’ve been hearin’ about Richie Grusini since I don’t know when. They all tease Jason, he’s pudgy like us. My wife used to make homemade pierogies, they were great.” Matthew paused, grief furrowing his forehead. “Once I said to my wife, I’m going over to the Grusinis’, give ’em a piece of my mind. She said it would make it worse for Jason. Jason said the same thing. Richie told Jason, ‘snitches get stitches.’” Matthew swallowed hard. “So I didn’t say nothin’, I wanted my boy to fight his own battles, I sure do regret it now.”


Bennie could imagine the bind as a parent, which seemed no-win.


“Jason just finally snapped, he just snapped. He pushed Richie, then Richie pushed back.” Matthew rubbed his face. “So then the lunchroom monitor calls the principal, and the police arrest Jason and Richie.”


Bennie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Was anybody seriously hurt?”


“Jason was the one who took a punch and he didn’t look that bad to me. I told him when I saw him, you’re fine. Richie didn’t have a mark on him.” Matthew shook his head. “The way I was raised, that’s jus’ boys bein’ boys, the worst you should get is detention, maybe suspension, that’s it.”


“Right, I agree.”


“But not with the ‘zero tolerance,’ that’s the new thing. They started it at the schools, all over the district. That’s the policy, after that shooting in Columbine, when those kids shot up that high school, in ’99.”


“In Colorado, you mean?” Bennie didn’t see the relevance.


Matthew nodded. “Like I said, my wife was the one who was always in the school. She told me they don’t tolerate any trouble anymore, they take the troublemakers out of school, and they go right to juvie.” Matthew hesitated. “I told her, ‘good’! I liked the idea. Too many troublemakers, they ruin it for the good kids like Jason. They’re the juvenile delinquents, not Jason.”


“So then what happened?”


“They took him to the courthouse and I met them there. It’s right in town, you can’t miss it.”


Bennie had a terrible sense of direction, especially where there was no graffiti to guide her. “What time did you get called?”


“About 3:15.”


“So he was arrested around 12:15 and you don’t get called until three hours later?”


“Yes, when I got there, they had him handcuffed!” Matthew’s eyes widened in disbelief. “He was tryin’ not to cry, and the cop said we hadda see the judge right then, so we did.”


“Was he alone or with Richie?”


“Alone. I took him aside so we could talk. He felt bad I had to leave work, the poor kid.”


“Is there a reason you didn’t call a lawyer?”


“The cop said we don’t need a lawyer, he said nobody gets a lawyer for juvie court.”


Bennie knew that had to be wrong. “What was the cop’s name, do you remember?”


“Remember? I know him. Wright Township police only have a handful o’ cops. It was Johnny Manco, he goes to our church. So then he took us to the courthouse door. We went to a table and they gave us this sheet and the lady said if we signed it, and pled guilty, it would go easier for Jason.”


“Let me see that.” Bennie accepted the paper when Matthew slid it toward her and the top line read, WAIVER OF RIGHT TO COUNSEL. Underneath that it read:




A. I understand the rights listed above. Check one: yes, no.


B. I wish to proceed with the intake interview without a lawyer. Check one: yes, no.


I will have my own lawyer. Check one: yes, no.


I cannot afford a lawyer and desire a public defender to represent me. Check one: yes, no.





Bennie noted that on Part A, the “yes” box had been checked in pen, and on Part B, the first sentence had been checked yes, I wish to proceed with the intake interview without a lawyer. “What’s an intake interview?”


“I don’t know. There was a lady at the back of the room, she’s a probation officer, I think, just sitting at a table in the back of the courtroom. You tell her what happened, and they just shuffle you into the courtroom.”


“Why did you sign this?”


“She said the same thing the cop did, ‘don’t make a big deal of it, that it’ll go a lot easier for him if he doesn’t have a lawyer.’” Matthew paused, stricken. “I let him down. I never thought this could happen.”


Bennie’s heart went out to him. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault.”


“I should’ve known better.”


“If you knew better, you wouldn’t need a lawyer. And I’d be out of business.”


Matthew managed a smile, and Bennie returned her attention to the form, which had a signature line at the bottom, after: Acknowledgment: I acknowledge the above-named juvenile is my child, and I hereby waive his right to counsel. After that was Matthew’s signature.


“Did the judge ask you or Jason any questions about having a lawyer?”


“No.”


“Also, you signed this waiver form, but I don’t believe that you can waive Jason’s rights to counsel.”


“I figured it’s like a permission slip.”


“Legally, it’s not the same thing. He has constitutional rights.” Bennie decided it was time for the short course in juvenile justice. “There’s a landmark case, In Re Gault, decided by the Supreme Court in the sixties, and it guarantees the same constitutional rights to juveniles that adults have. Any waiver of a constitutional right has to be knowing and intelligent. His wasn’t.” Bennie set the sheet of paper aside. “Okay, you said you went to the public defender. What happened?”


“They told me I make too much money.” Matthew snorted. “First time I ever heard that.”


“But it’s not your income level that’s relevant, it’s Jason’s, and he’s indigent.” Bennie didn’t get it. “Tell me what the judge said, during the adjudication.”


“There was no ‘judication,’ the whole thing didn’t take but three minutes! The judge yelled at him, you’re going right to jail, then the officers came over and they put him in shackles!”


“Around his ankles?” Bennie asked, shocked.


“Yes, so he couldn’t even walk, and they took him to River Street.”


“What’s River Street?”


“It’s juvie. He’s going to be there ninety days.”


“Three months?” Bennie couldn’t imagine how such a long sentence was justified.


“It’s awful. We were going to pick out a tree this weekend. The first Christmas without his mother, he’ll be behind bars.” Matthew shook his head, plainly heartsick.


“And what about school, homework, tests? Isn’t this almost the end of the semester?”


“He’ll miss all that time in school. They say they’ll teach him in juvie, but Jason likes school, gets good grades, A’s and B’s. It’s all he has, that and this house, his toys. Me, now that his mother is gone. He’s a kid, for Christ’s sake!”


“What about his friends?”


“Not many, he’s kind of a loner.”


Bennie set the pad aside. “Here’s the problem, legally. Appeals from the adjudication by the juvenile court are to the Superior Court, but appeals are too slow. It can take six months to a year to get a case heard on appeal, and Jason’s sentence will have expired by that time.”


“So what do we do?”


“We have to think of something else. I’ll have to get creative.” Bennie felt her blood flowing faster.


“So, you’ll take this case? I’ll pay you what it takes, I have money. My wife and me, we saved for Jason’s college fund. I’ll take the money from there.” Matthew knitted his fingers together. “I read about you, you’ll get him out. You’re smart, you’re a Philadelphia lawyer. There’s nobody else I can turn to, I went in town, there’s no juvenile lawyer or whatever you call it. Please, get him out for his mother’s sake.”


“Okay, I’ll do it. But if it looks like I’m out of my depth, I’ll let you know and I’ll help you find an expert.”


“Thank God.” Matthew got out of his chair, and before Bennie could stop him, he hustled around the table, opening his arms. “Thank you so much!”


“You’re welcome.” Bennie rose, hugged him back, then released him. “So, let’s get started.”




CHAPTER SIX


Bennie drove Matthew down East North Street through Wilkes-Barre, where streetlights illuminated brick homes and businesses decorated with Christmas lights, but there was no foot traffic. They passed the low-slung brick dormitories for King’s College, a local Catholic university, but there were no students on the street. Bennie was beginning to realize that the density levels were so much lower than she was used to, and the weather was a factor as well. Snow was beginning to fall, and flurries swirled in the cones of light cast by the streetlights.


“Cold out,” Bennie said, just to make conversation. Matthew had grown quiet as they approached the detention center.


“Storm’s coming. You might have to stay over at the Hilton. It’s the only place around.”


“Okay.” Bennie had seen it, coming in. She didn’t think she’d have a problem getting a room.


“The wind’s whippin’ off the river. It’s icy.”


“What river?”


“The Susquehanna. That’s what the North Street Bridge is over.”


Bennie spotted the elevated bridge, which was four lanes heading into the darkness with the mountains behind. Ahead lay a big intersection with a modern building to the right, and to the left, a massive limestone edifice with stately columns in front, graceful arches at the entrance, and a silvery dome, illuminated at night.


“That’s the courthouse,” Matthew said, evidently reading her mind. “Turn right at the light.”


Bennie saw the River Street sign in the snow, then turned. There were modern office buildings on her left, but on the right were small, run-down clapboard houses. She drove higher uphill, and at the very peak stood a long, boxy building, encased in shadow.


“That’s it.” Matthew’s tone was quiet.


“There’s no sign.”


“They don’t need one. Everybody knows what it is.”


Bennie turned onto the driveway, which wound around the side building, going straight up to the peak of the hill, with a wall of black rock on the right and a guardrail on the left. She spotted a grimy old redbrick building, which looked to have three or four stories, with bars over the windows. It was shaped like a rectangle with a wing at either end, and she drove around to the left wing, since that was where the driveway led. There was a small parking lot near the entrance, and Bennie pulled in, cutting the ignition.
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